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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





introduction



My introduction to regional cookery began at an early age. As children, my parents took my brother and me travelling around India at every given opportunity. Aged six, I had eaten the finest Gujarati thali in Rajkot, by eight I had tasted the choicest tandoori foods in Amritsar and by twelve, we had covered most of south India with its steaming hot Kanjeevaram idlis and chutneys. Of course the extensive range that I was exposed to was not something to wonder about at the time. I sort of took it for granted and slowly my love of food and cooking developed. It was almost like a bud opening into a flower, the myriad taste sensations gradually becoming more and more distinct as I grew up.


Later I went to the Bombay Catering College, the finest in the country at the time, and was taught about the theory as well as the practical side of cookery – classic recipes, quantity cooking, nutrition and how to standardise recipes. Here again regional cookery was important. The nuances of Kerala cuisine were set apart from those of Kashmiri cooking and the history, traditions and rituals associated with food, which are all so essential in India, began to come alive.


Having grown up in Mumbai, arguably India’s most cosmopolitan city, meant that I had friends from every state in the country. Their families had moved to Mumbai (or Bombay as it was then called) for work or education and I remember us spending a lot of time at each other’s homes. Often this was to share a family meal which meant that, almost every weekend, I was eating delicious south Indian, Parsee, Gujarati or Punjabi food. They in turn loved the Maharashtrian and Goan delicacies at my home. I never failed to ask their mums and grandmothers for special recipes and, by the time I was sixteen, I had a formidable recipe collection of my own. Later I would enchant my family with delicious lentils and curries from around the country. When I joined the Catering College, I began practising classic French cooking at home because it formed a large portion of our syllabus. My friends and relatives were often willing volunteers for tastings and adventurous cooking.


Little has changed. I still ask for recipes when I have had a fantastic meal and most cooks are flattered. And I still have many volunteers willing to come over for dinner when I do recipe trials.


Much of my own home cooking is vegetarian because that was how I was brought up. All my favourite foods are from the vegetarian world. I also feel happier, healthier and more energetic after a vegetarian meal.





variety in indian cooking


Indian cookery is an art form, subtle, delicate and beautiful. The variety is endless and, in a country that is home to billions of people, there is a new way of cooking as you travel every few miles. I have often said that it is almost like living in many countries at the same time so great is the variety of food, language, dress and custom. Even within particular regions, each household will often have their own recipe for the same dish, one that has been passed down the generations in that home. Over time, it will have been adapted so that hundreds of recipes exist for the same dish.
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deeper knowledge about food



Having said that, original recipes do exist and every variation is still true to this original. Cooks are taught, as I was, to use their senses while cooking. I can only cook if I smell, touch and see my ingredients and appreciate all the qualities of the food I am working with. Often an Indian cook will know what amount of seasoning to add simply by the aroma of the dish. It is important to know exactly when a fruit is ripe, what it will taste like when cooked and also, very importantly, how it will nourish and heal the body.


That food is perfectly balanced, is a large part of Indian cookery. As children we are told that certain foods cool us in the summer or that particular food combinations make us feel lethargic or dull. Ayurveda, the Indian system of holistic healing, is a natural inclusion in the everyday process of eating and cooking. Knowing when to cut open a melon or how to dry its seeds to make a nutritious snack for the children are skills that are passed down as fact. There is also a vast body of knowledge that tells us how foods affect our moods and feelings and we are taught to eat for positive well-being.
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short history of vegetarianism in india



Almost 85 per cent of India is Hindu and, because of religion, vegetarian. Not all Hindus are vegetarian, as caste and community also affect this choice. Some of my strict Brahmin ancestors ate fish simply because they lived near the coast around Goa. Most non-vegetarians will eat meat or fish a few times a week or even just once, firstly because it is expensive and secondly because the choice of vegetables, lentils, beans and dairy products is so vast that there is an endless variety for each day of the year. Vegetarian food is also considered healthier than meat because it is easier to digest. Few people today believe that a vegetarian diet is lacking in protein; in fact, the lentils and beans that are an essential part of the Indian diet provide an extremely good source of protein.


India is already well-known for its tradition of vegetarianism which has a history going back almost two millennia. During the Vedic period, almost 5,000 years ago, animals were hunted for food and meat was eaten regularly by the warrior community of Kshatriyas. The anti-meat eating sentiment began to be felt at the end of the Vedic period. This coincided with the rise of Buddhism and Jainism whose founders, the Buddha and Lord Mahavira respectively, taught their followers the doctrines of non-violence. As more and more people began to convert to these newer beliefs, Hindu priests, fearing that a great number of their people would convert, also began preaching against the killing of animals. They adopted ‘ahimsa’ or nonviolence and followed a vegetarian diet, regarding it as superior to the older Brahminical ideas of animal sacrifice.





essentials of indian vegetarian cooking


What binds the cuisines of the different regions of India is the use of spices. Used originally to preserve foods, they are now added in extremely complex combinations to bring out the best flavours and textures in a dish. Grains and rice provide the carbohydrate element. Many types of rice have been known in India for the past 5,000 years and references to them can be found in the ancient texts. Protein is eaten in the form of lentils and beans and every Indian kitchen will have a myriad of jars full of colourful lentils and pulses.


[image: image]





influences


Over the centuries, several dynasties came to India and built new empires. With these foreign powers came an amazing variety of cooking styles and ingredients. New world ingredients such as tomatoes, chillies and potatoes became everyday food in many parts of India. English cookery influenced areas such as Calcutta and Madras, which were strongholds of the Raj. French cooking became a part of the daily diet in Pondicherry and Goan food showed influences of the Portuguese style. The Parsees who came from Iran brought their own unique food combinations and became a part of the local population as did the Jews. North Indian cookery was vastly influenced by the Afghani rulers who founded the Mughal Empire. It is this ability to absorb all influences, turn them around and take ownership of the new styles that makes Indian cookery so fascinating and vibrant and a constantly evolving mélée.


Spices which today signal the advent of cooking are found in abundance in India. Most of the world’s spices are grown here and many have been studied not just for their culinary uses but also for their healing powers. Spices and fresh herbs are very intricately woven into Indian life, featuring in food, prayer and medical treatments. For example, turmeric is revered as an antiseptic, asafoetida helps with flatulence, carom counters nausea and ginger is an aphrodisiac. Fenugreek and cumin seeds are given to nursing mothers to aid secretion. How a spice is used and when it is added to the pot can easily reveal what province of India the food is from and for whom it has been cooked.






equipment



A rural Indian kitchen and an urban one are quite different in the way that they function, but some functional tools and utensils are essential to every Indian kitchen, throughout the world. A spice-box is a must; this handy box has small compartments and tiny individual spoons for the main spices used in everyday cookery, including turmeric, chilli powder, cumin, coriander, black mustard seeds and asafoetida.


Most Indian cooks prefer to use a selection of stainless steel, aluminium, brass and iron utensils and, due to the intense heat, the bases of these pots and pans are reinforced with a thick layer of the same metal or one of copper. A kadhai, or heavy Indian wok, is found in every kitchen. Ideal in shape and thickness, it can be used for stir-frying or deep-frying and ensures even, non-stick cooking. Kadhais are available in many sizes and qualities. Look for a thick, heavy aluminium one with a handle that makes it easier to work with. Highly decorative, kitchen-to-table kadhais look pretty but they are not very heavy and can heat up too quickly. Other popular utensils are rimmed, straight-sided, upright vessels called degchis. No Indian kitchen can function without a grinder of some sort. The vast panorama of spice pastes and powders, chutneys and masalas demand a heavy-duty method of reducing whole spices, fruits, herbs and nuts to a smooth blend. Stone slabs with a heavy, rounded grinding stone are still used and are actually preferred by many cooks as the pastes made on them need less water and are often more concentrated. However, these are being rapidly replaced by powerful electric blenders, which have various attachments for dry and wet grinding and can reduce the hardest spices to a fine, soft powder. They make an invaluable investment. You can also use a coffee-grinder to grind small quantities of spices very effectively. However, remember to wash it well afterwards or you might end up with coriander-flavoured coffee the next time you use your machine! Very small amounts of spice seeds, made brittle by dry-roasting, can be ground in a mortar with a pestle and I use mine to make fresh garam masala and other spice blends; I need the spice powders to be fine for some dishes and coarse for others. Food processors that can grate, chop and knead are also becoming more and more popular in Indian kitchens, though many cooks genuinely believe that traditional methods produce tastier food.


In India, where coconut inspires the cuisine of many states, there will be a coconut-scraper in the majority of southern and eastern homes. This is a flat, wooden base to which a sickle-shaped blade is attached. It has a serrated fan at the end, which is used to scrape out the white flesh from the coconut shell. The blade is also used to chop meat and vegetables. This whole device is placed on the floor and one has to sit on the plinth to use it. Coconut can also be grated effectively in a food processor after breaking open the shell and prising away the flesh. Small stainless steel or brass graters are used for grating ginger and garlic and you can always use a garlic press.


One of the most versatile tools available to an Indian cook is a pressure cooker. Although they seem to have gone out of fashion in the West, they are used to make everything from curries to puddings. As they reduce cooking times drastically and give a perfectly finished product, they are invaluable to anyone who wants to rustle up a meal in minutes.


Another must is a refrigerator. As Indian food retains its flavour even after freezing, it can be prepared well in advance and stored for later use. In very hot weather, along with the usual meat, milk and vegetables, flour goes into the fridge too.
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what is a curry?



Many people in my demonstrations ask me whether ‘curry’ is an anglicised dish that does not exist in India. I have to say that hardly any Indian meal is complete without a curry. The word comes from the Tamil ‘kari’ which means gravy or vegetable dish. In south Indian curries it is based on a blend of coconut and tamarind, while in the north it is made from a range of mild spices. There is really no such thing as a Madras curry or even Madras curry powder as the terms seem too general for the hundreds of variations that exist.


Many things are important when judging a curry. Firstly think of the consistency: is it too thick or too watery? A good curry should be fairly thick and, as I have often said in this book, like custard. A thin curry will not support an even blend of spices whereas too thick a one will not moisten the accompanying rice or bread sufficiently.


Secondly think of colour. Turmeric, chillies, tamarind and coriander are some of the ingredients that add colour to a curry. They add flavour and aroma as well. Generally curries can be white (as in a Kashmiri yoghurtbased yakhni), red (as in a makhani), yellow (as in many kormas) and green (as in a south Indian nilgiri). The oil used also varies from region to region giving each curry a unique fragrance. Many parts of the south use peanut oil or coconut oil. In Bengal, it is mustard oil. Over most of the country it is ghee although younger cooks are now choosing healthier options such as sunflower oil.


All good curries begin with patience. In the north, a basic curry starts with the heating of the oil. Then the seed spices are added to release their aromatic oils. The onions, ginger, garlic and tomatoes go in next to add moisture. The pan is now ready to receive the powdered spices so that they do not burn. The main ingredient, salt and a little water are added next to obtain the right consistency. Controlled heat and an eye for the right texture and colour are equally important.


Thus curries are made in steps, almost like building blocks. The blocks can be moved around and rearranged in countless ways to give never ending recipes that tease the tastebuds and create a burst of complementary flavours.
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and finally


I have enjoyed writing this book immensely because it is really the way I cook and eat on a daily basis. I truly believe that vegetarian food can be immensely exciting, infinitely diverse and wonderfully fresh and healthy. I hope that my readers discover the many pleasures of Indian regional vegetarian cooking through this book, as I have done through the years.






basic recipe



Ginger-garlic paste


These are almost always used together in Indian cooking. To make the ginger-garlic paste used in this book, take equal quantities of each and whiz in a blender until smooth. I usually make this paste in big batches and freeze it in thin sheets between plastic. Of course you will have to put the frozen sheets of ginger and garlic in big freezer containers or else everything from your ice cream to ice cubes will smell weird! Just break off bits when you need them and add straight into the pan.
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ayurveda



According to Ayurveda, foods have healing properties that are categorised by ‘rasa’ or taste. The word rasa means both taste and emotion and this aspect of food has a deep effect on our physical and mental health. The six tastes, namely sweet, sour, bitter, astringent, salty and pungent, all have specific effects on each individual constitution and can contribute differently to each person’s well-being. Taste is said to have both long term and short term effects. Tastes can be light or heavy, moist or dry. Light tastes include rice, ghee and mung dal, which are easier to digest than heavy tastes, such as black lentils or bananas.


The unique combination of energy present in each individual at birth is that person’s constitution or ‘prakruti’. Your prakruti is determined by the proportion and balance of the five elements, namely earth, fire, water, air and ether, in your body and therefore no two people are alike. Ayurveda believes that there is no single path to health and each person must be treated individually depending on the prakruti. There are no general rules about which foods to eat because each of us must learn to be aware of the effects that different foods have upon our mind, body and spirit. Indians also believe that peaceful surroundings and a quiet mind at mealtimes help to boost immunity, aid digestion and conserve stamina for future tasks.


The five elements – air, fire, water, earth and ether – exist in nature, in food and even within our bodies. Air promotes health, fire is purification, water signifies movement and fluidity, earth symbolises energy and fecundity and ether or space echoes with vibrations of the Divine. When all the elements are maintained in balance in our bodies, good health follows.


The three basic constitutions are determined by a combination of energies called ‘doshas’. The constitutions are Vata (governed by air and ether). Pitta (governed by fire and water) and Kapha (governed by water and earth). Very loosely, if you are a Vata constitution you will find that you suffer from wind, have dry hair and skin and that your hands and feet are often cold. A Pitta constitution means that you will generate a lot of internal heat, you may be moody and angry and you are frequently thirsty. Kapha produces a lot of mucous, is often afflicted by coughs and colds and finds it easy to gain weight. If we understand our own constitution and choose foods as well as a lifestyle accordingly, we provide ourselves with the best chance of good health. Sometimes two doshas form a combination in a single individual and at times, all the doshas are present making it a balanced or ‘tridoshic’ constitution.


All Indians grow up with this kind of knowledge and understand when to eat what foods for optimum health. We are also taught to respect nature and everywhere in India, great importance is placed on seasonal foods. You would never expect to find mangoes in the winter because they are a summer fruit and this is when they are at their best. An out of season fruit or vegetable will not have adequate healing and nourishing properties. At the centre of Ayurvedic nutrition is the awareness of ‘agni’ or the digestive fire. In the winter, this demands heavier foods such as grains and proteins or warm foods such as honey and herb teas. In the summer, agni is at a low and we feel like eating fresher, lighter foods such as salads and yoghurt.


Eight rules of an ayurvedic diet


Prakruti – Choose a combination of foods depending on their nature, that is their inherent heaviness or lightness. (Meat is heavy to digest, vegetables are light).


Karana – The processing of foods affects their influence on our bodies. Generally, cooked foods are easier to digest with the exception of fruits and some vegetables. Frying adds heaviness whereas stir–frying helps introduce some lightness. Microwave cooking destroys ‘prana’ or the life force of foods.


Samyoga – Combine foods healthily and never mix contrary foods. Fish and dairy are not combined as they both need a different rate of acid secretion as well as concentration of acid in the stomach for proper digestion.


Rashi – Control the quantity of food you eat according to your constitution.


Desha – Eat according to your environment. Consider the seasons and factors such as humidity and pollution.


Kala – Be attentive to the time of eating. Eat only when the previous meal has had a chance to be properly digested.


Upayoga Sanstha – Follow the golden rules of eating. Eat food when it is hot. Concentrate on eating rather than on laughing, talking, reading or on distractions. Be calm and unhurried and smoking or drinking too much during a meal is not advisable.


Upabhokta – Every person must decide for herself or himself about what to eat depending on how one feels. Never force yourself or eat against your instinct.
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a religious perspective on food



‘The purchaser of flesh performs himsa (violence) by his wealth; he who eats flesh does so by enjoying its taste; the killer does himsa by actually tying and killing the animal. Thus, there are three forms of killing: he who brings flesh or sends for it, he who cuts off the limbs of an animal, and he who purchases, sells or cooks flesh and eats it – all of these are to be considered meat-eaters.’ Mahabharata


Most Hindus are vegetarian due to various reasons. Firstly, they consider that Ahimsa, or the law of non-violence, is a Hindu's first duty towards God and all of God's creation must be respected. The love and protection of animals is central to Hinduism and even the ancients associated each deity with an animal with a view to its protection and conservation. Hindu gods and goddesses each have an animal with them as a personal vehicle or companion. Therefore Shiva has the bull, Durga the lion or tiger, Ganesh the mouse and Kartikeya the peacock. Many Hindus feel that killing and eating animals will be disrespectful to the gods who so overtly protect and cherish all beings.


Secondly, they believe that all one’s actions, including one’s choice of food, have Karmic consequences. The Karma theory is about reaping what you sow, so that each of our actions is rewarded or punished at a later date, sometimes even in following lifetimes. By being a part of the cycle of inflicting pain and death, even indirectly, on other living creatures one brings upon oneself the suffering one has caused to others, in equal measure. Similarly, a good deed will be repaid in equal measure almost like a blessing when one needs it most.


Hindus also believe that food is a source of health and healing and can govern our moods and emotions. By eating the flesh of animals, we eat their innermost being, and introduce into our bodies all their anxieties, fears and instincts. This can bring us into a lower realm of consciousness where spiritual awareness, which is the chief purpose of the Hindu way of life, becomes impossible.


Studies have proved that a vegetarian diet can provide a greater range of nutrients and fewer toxins. Vegetarians are usually less prone to major illnesses and lead longer, healthier lives. Many vegetarians are also non-smokers, have more balanced weights than non vegetarians and consume less alcohol. Also, a vegetarian diet is more ecologically friendly. As Albert Einstein said, ‘Nothing will benefit human health and increase chances for survival of life on Earth as much as the evolution to a vegetarian diet.’ Animals becoming extinct, air and water pollution all have links to the slaughter of animals. More land is required for the breeding of animals for consumption than for the growing of an equal quantity of protein-rich plant foods. If we are to save our planet, it is important for us all to adopt a vegetarian diet.


Having said this, there is a great variety of beliefs within India. The Christians, Jews and Parsees will eat meat while most Hindus will not. Within the Hindus, some communities such as the Jains are very particular and will not eat even onions or garlic. This is due to the belief that these heat-producing foods can excite the passions and lead the mind away from a constant awareness of spirituality. Most Hindu temples will only ever serve vegetarian food and in many traditional communities religious celebrations such as weddings will have vegetarian feasts. In some Hindu homes, kitchen utensils for the preparation of meat are kept separately and never mixed with the ‘vegetarian’ utensils.


It is perhaps true that for some Indians, their being vegetarian is itself their dharma or religious practice. However there are many Hindu communities where meat or fish is very common, especially in the coastal states of Kerala and West Bengal. In Bengal, even religious feasts in honour of the Mother Goddess Kali include several meat and fish dishes. Muslims all over the country eat meat and in north India, the Punjabis are renowned for their chicken fare such as tandoori chicken. Nevertheless, most people around the world see India as being a perfect haven for vegetarians, a land full of rice, wheat, beans and lentils, vegetables and fruit. In many meat-eating Indian families, meat is usually a Sunday afternoon feast and is eaten only on that one day of the week. For some other families, meat – and this most often means chicken or mutton — is eaten a few times a year at weddings or celebrations.


Another practice found in many middle class families in northern, western and central India is that the women of the house will not eat meat whereas the men will. Eating meat is sometimes associated with masculinity, or with the baser instincts to which it is thought that men are more prone, probably going with the belief that to eat an animal is to turn into an animal oneself.
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a synergy with the land



The ancient people who lived in India were nature worshippers. The sun brought warmth and light, the rain fed crops, the earth seemed to mysteriously provide food and the air carried health and comfort. As time went on, the five elements (fire, water, earth, air and ether) became sacred and held a central position in religion and worship. Even today, the five elements are given a special place and they are at the core of many Indian arts, philosophies and sciences.


Thousands of years ago the process of procreation generated awe and respect. People realised that it is the female who conceives and bears both males and females. The similarity between the mother giving birth to a child as a result of intercourse and the earth sprouting plants after the sowing of seeds glorified both the mother and the earth to a divine status. Worship of fertility was linked with the worship of the mother-goddess. The earth was looked upon as a mother and was symbolically worshipped as such. The terms mother-earth and motherland (Matrubhoomi) are still used today. The ancients had a high regard for the earth and worshipped it as Bhoomi Devi or Earth Goddess, always female because of her fertility and ability to produce plants, trees and crops from deep within herself. Bhoomi Devi had to be kept happy so that she would keep offering her riches. Several stories, rituals and celebrations developed around her and her generosity.


According to later legend, while Siddhartha who later became the Buddha, sat meditating under the bodhi tree, Mara the Tempter released his mighty armies. But Siddhartha fearlessly continued to meditate. When asked for his account of merit, he touched the fingers of his right hand to the earth and said, ‘The very Earth is my witness.’ The Earth Goddess materialised at once and agreed that she had witnessed every act of merit that this monk had committed, over several incarnations. Then she wrung out her long hair where the merit had been stored in the form of sparkling water. The water created such a flood that Mara’s armies were all drowned in it. In eastern philosophies, the earth is often held as witness, a silent sentinel who observes everything.


In the great epic The Ramayana, Rama’s wife Sita was said to be born out of the earth, making her an elemental woman and in the story, when she is asked to prove her chastity, she cannot bear this humiliation and asks to return to her mother. The earth opens up at her feet and accepts her back.


To this day, an Indian dancer will begin a practice session by doing a ‘namaskaar’ or paying obeisance to the earth. This act is deeply symbolic as the dancer asks for blessings from the primeval Mother as well as for forgiveness for touching her with one’s feet, an act considered disrespectful by all Indians.


Harvest festivals all over the world celebrate the fecundity of the earth. In southern India ‘Pongal’ is celebrated as a happy four-day harvest festival with the cooking of newly harvested rice. Cows and bullocks, who are associated with the land through grass, milk or tilling are beautifully decorated with flowers and fed on ‘pongal’ which is also a sweet made of rice and jaggery.
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