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			This book is dedicated to the one in my life who stood by me over the years and tirelessly supported my decision to come to the United States to make a life in the culinary world—Dr. Lalitha Iyer, my sister. Without you, I would never have come this far! 
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			So, I invite you to enjoy the amazing flavors in these recipes that mean the world to me. Savor them every which way: smashed, mashed, boiled, baked, and fried, too!


	

			
A Deep-Rooted Obsession


			I am not petrified to openly admit my addiction. It may be the first step toward recovery but, honestly, I have no intention of recovering. There are billions like me who fall into this category. We are all victims of the easy-to-love vegetable known simply as the potato. Once its dirt-smothered skin is scrubbed and cleaned, it’s amenable to being smashed, mashed, whipped, stir-fried, roasted, baked, poached, fried, and even braised. 


			I feel fortunate to have been born in India post-sixteenth century, after the Spanish and Portuguese traders and settlers introduced the country to potatoes (along with tomatoes and chiles). My love affair with this tuber began the moment I was weaned off milk into the world of spices and solids. My mother smashed a variety similar to the American russet and peppered it with crushed blackened red chiles, roasted lentils, and black mustard seeds. A generous drizzle of clarified butter, a sprinkle of coarse sea salt, and a handful of finely chopped fresh cilantro stirred into the smash and the whole concoction made its way into my eager mouth. And when it came to my evening snack (that she so graciously made all throughout my childhood days), invariably my answer was “chips,” the British Raj influence manifesting itself through their word for french fries. My mother had an unusual way of making them. As she fried the cut potatoes, she salted the oil (even though that was a disaster for the oil’s life expectancy—a fact I was unaware of at that time), making the saltiness more intense. I was hooked.


			I think it’s pretty obvious that I’m not the only one who is a potato-holic. Potatoes are the fourth-largest crop in the world, next to wheat, rice, and maize. This member of the nightshade family (which includes eggplant, peppers, and tomatoes) was rooted in the Andean civilization that cultivated it around 10,000 BCE. But it wasn’t until the Inca civilization (around 1500 CE) that the potato’s true agricultural impact was unleashed. The Incas’ intricate and sophisticated agricultural planning and tools, along with the ability of the potato to survive severe shifts in climate within short time periods, made for a winning partnership. Now potatoes are an essential ingredient in billions of kitchens in more than one hundred countries around the globe.


			

				

					The Potato Whisperer
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					I met Agnes Murphy, a senior research scientist with Canada’s Potato Research Centre in Fredericton, New Brunswick, while investigating the tuber’s past, present, and future. With an impressive one hundred-year history, the Potato Centre, also known as the “spud stud farm,” is the go-to organization in the international science community; it is also linked to the International Potato Center in Lima, Peru, and other similar research centers across Europe.


					Agnes’s aspiration is to bring to fruition varieties that are uniform, have an appealing look, taste great, and are capable of being grown in a wide range of conditions. A modern-day matchmaker who is passionate about the science of breeding, she also possesses that rare quality of balancing the ethical concerns of the current consumer with the need to create a breed that feeds the world economically. Almost half of the current crop of potatoes are grown for processing in the french fry and chip industries, and new varieties, most desired in the consumer household, are constantly being tested and cultivated. 


					A Star Is Born


					Agnes walked me through the process of how a potato variety gets born, a birds-and-bees lesson along the reproductive tater trail. It all starts with a desirable male and female that have all the attributes needed to create progeny that can feed the world. A controlled cross is carried out on an emasculated potato flower—that is, blossoms in varied hues of pink, white, and purple, from which the stamens have been removed. Pollen is then amassed from the potential father and applied to the stigma of the mother-to-be. The controlled cross is labeled with the parental info on the flower cluster, and these pollinated flowers produce seed berries that are cocooned in plastic wrap until they are ready to be harvested. The true potato seeds are then harvested from these berry-like fruits that resemble small green tomatoes (they are, after all, part of the family of nightshade vegetables). They are dried, counted, packaged, and labeled for planting, usually in the spring.


					The seeds are sown in trays in a controlled environment to produce seedlings. The seedlings are then grown in a greenhouse and one tuber from each plant is harvested, producing a plant with a specific set of genetic qualities (unlike humans, deep-set eyes are not desirable). Its tubers are harvested after three months and stored until planted outdoors as the first field generation. If successful—after multiple years of replanting to ensure a hearty and productive cultivar—these become the new kid on the tater block.


				


			

			 


			So Many Potatoes, So Little Time


			Gone are the days, pretty much, when most of us didn’t know potatoes by their proper names—except maybe the russet. In the supermarket, they were offered by generalization: baking potatoes, boiling potatoes, sweet potatoes, and yams. Boy, is that changing. But the purpose of this book is not to list the names and properties of the more than five thousand varieties of potatoes in the world. Instead I’ve selected potatoes you’re likely to find now—or soon—in your local market. I threw in a few that haven’t really arrived in the United States yet (a couple I sampled in Canada), but in all likelihood will. 


			Most of us buy potatoes based on how we’ll be cooking them, as opposed to a specific cultivar. So here’s a handful that’s readily available in most supermarkets or farmers’ markets, divided into two groups based on their starch content: floury and waxy.
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					Ultimate French Fries | See Recipe




				 


			Floury (Starchy) Potatoes


			High in starch, low in moisture and sugar content, floury potatoes are the ones you want if you’re baking, roasting, deep-frying, or mashing. There are a few telltale signs that give you a clue to the potato’s starch content. When you slice a potato, sometimes a potato slice sticks to the knife, and other times it cuts easily and falls off the blade. The ones that stick to the knife are much starchier, while the waxier ones slide off effortlessly. A more home-science way of determining starchiness is by dunking the uncut potato in a brine of salt and water (1 part salt to 10 parts water). If it sinks, it has a starchy persona; if it floats, it’s waxy. 


			Russet: Around 1870, Luther Burbank, an American botanist and horticulturist, introduced the granddaddy of floury types, russet potatoes, and more specifically the cultivar called Burbank. This is a late-summer-into-fall crop with a brown, almost coarse, tough skin and white, dense flesh. It is by far the most cultivated of all potato crops in the United States. Russets are harvested as late as November and store well even if not used until June of the following year. This versatile tuber is great for baking, french frying, and mashing (as they are fluffy when boiled, dried, and riced).


			Yukon Gold: This hybrid, formulated in Canada, is by far the best-marketed potato in North America (named after the Yukon River in Canada and with a nod to the gold rush of the West). Gold-skinned and -fleshed, this medium-starch potato is a great multipurpose tuber that has fried, baked, and boiled its way into millions of kitchens. These potatoes are also much higher in vitamin C and potassium compared with other baking cultivars.


			Purple creamer: Genetically rooted in Peru, these beautifully tinted tubers are simply known in the United States as purple potatoes. Medium in size, they have dark purple skin and deep purple flesh, which, when sliced and soaked in cold water, lightens up to a beautiful soft shade of purple (if it were a paint, it would have a froufrou name, perhaps Petulant Patagonia). Purple creamers are more readily available now in supermarkets than they once were. With medium starch and a subtle hint of chalkiness (in my opinion), they are a visually stunning presence in any recipe in which they appear. Great for roasting, baking, and in stews, purple creamers are high in antioxidants (anthocyanin to be exact) as well.


			Yellow finn: No relation to tuna, these pear-shaped potatoes have a speckled light yellow skin and gold-hued flesh. Yellow Finn is a versatile cultivar, similar to Yukon Gold, but far sweeter in taste. Higher in starch, too, they work better fried, baked (love this potato in the recipe for Hasselback Potatoes with Cardamom Butter), or in casseroles. They originated in Europe but lately have gained popularity in North America.


			Kennebec: Versatile and perfect for making chips, this thin-skinned potato is oval in shape with a flesh color ranging from white to a very pale yellow. It is similar to the Yukon Gold in terms of culinary use, adapting well to mashing and baking as well as boiling because of its medium starch and moisture content. As the name suggests, it is a hybrid that originated in Maine and is named after the Kennebec River.


			Onaway: Named after a Michigan town, this is an oval-shaped, rough-skinned, hearty potato that is quite desirable among cultivators because of its high resistance to disease and extreme temperature. Quite prolific, multiple crops a year are common. The first time I tasted an Onaway was at an organic potato farmer’s stall in Canada. It has white flesh and a high nutrient level, and is a great baking potato. It’s an ideal mate for pot roasts and even stews.


			Shepody: A 1980 cultivar that was primarily created in New Brunswick, Canada, to be the best french fry potato, this tuber was exclusively owned by McCain Foods (see here) for a number of years. Once the ownership expired, it became available for world use. It is long in size (just right for a french fry), has smooth skin and white flesh, and is moisture-balanced and high in starch content. Because the growing season is short, multiple crops are possible in a year. 


			Maris Piper: One of Ireland’s own, Maris Piper is considered the largest cultivated potato in the United Kingdom. Harvested late in the summer, these potatoes are oval-shaped with a light yellow skin and high starch content. They remain the best choice for french fries in the UK. Although I found them at a farmers’ market in Canada, they are not commonly available in North America. They are comparable to the russet and Kennebec. 


			King Edward: Oval with shallow eyes (shallow eyes are far more desirable in the potato world than deep-set ones), light brown speckled skin that is slightly thick, and a light pinkish flesh, King Edwards are great for baking. According to the English cook and TV star Delia Smith, they are perfect for making gnocchi. A few farmers are now growing them in the United States as well although it is not a mainstay cultivar in North America. There are now pink-skinned Edwards with a white flesh, very floury and high in starch, being cultivated all over the UK. 


			

				

					Potato Nutrition
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					Potatoes are technically tubers and not, as you may think, root vegetables. They are enlarged stems, higher in starch and complex carbohydrates than root vegetables, which are simply enlarged roots. Potatoes excel in providing essential energy from complex carbohydrates—necessary for the body to perform optimally. They are also a great source of vegetable proteins, with a ratio of protein to carbohydrates higher than in most cereals and other roots and tuber crops. An average potato contains high amounts of vitamin C and potassium, in addition to vitamin B6 and magnesium; and some darker-skinned potatoes contain a higher level of antioxidants than others. And yes, a plain potato has no fat, sodium, or cholesterol and is vegan and gluten-free!
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					Mojito Potato-Pomegranate Salad | See recipe




				 


			Waxy Potatoes


			Unlike their floury counterparts, waxy potatoes do not fall apart when they are boiled, making them ideal to use in salads, stews, and roasts, where they are required to hold their shape. A high moisture and low starch content keep them cohesive. Perfect if you have potato salad on your mind.


			Carola: A golden, thin-skinned small potato with a deep yellow flesh, these are great for that perfect potato salad. A German variety with genetic roots in Peru, Carolas are popular with home gardeners for their easy growing characteristics. There’s no need to peel these potatoes before use, as the skin is thin enough to be enjoyed as much as the flesh. 


			Russian banana: One of the best-known fingerling potatoes, these yellow-skinned, yellow-flesh varieties are shaped like mini bananas. Ideal for boiling or roasting, they should be used unpeeled, as their skin is very thin. Nutty and buttery in taste, native to the Andean culture, Russian bananas were introduced in the 1700s to Europe’s Baltic regions. Later, Russian sailors introduced them to North America via Alaska.


			Amarosa: This fingerling with deep red skin and flesh, when sliced, has a marbled meat-like look (sort of like salami, to my eyes). The cultivar hails from the tri-state areas of Washington, Oregon, and Idaho (the Burbank russet capital of the United States). Almost nutty in texture and buttery, I love to include it in recipes that would benefit from some color. Many farmers are now selling packages of these fingerlings mixed with Russian bananas and Peruvian purples. Remember, you eat with all your senses.


			Peruvian purple: Part of the new marketing and packaging of varietals in supermarkets these days, these purple-colored and -fleshed fingerlings are boilers and roasters (sounds like chicken talk!). They are native to Peru, Bolivia, and Ecuador, are known to have a high resistance to disease, and are able to grow in tough conditions. Fingerlings like these are harvested early and tend to have thinner skins so peeling is not recommended.


			Nordonna: This cultivar was created in North Dakota in 1982. It has a red skin with creamy white flesh, is medium-size, and is ideal in recipes requiring boiling, roasting, pan-frying, and even baking. Nordonnas have a long storage life and are not susceptible to bruised skin or flesh. I’m sure you’ve experienced cutting into a potato and discovering hollow flesh. Well, that’s called a hollow heart, and this cultivar is known to produce tubers that are not genetically predisposed to that condition as often as other varieties are. 


			Pink fir apple: Another waxy fingerling potato, this has a pinkish red skin, flesh that is almost creamy yellow in color, and a flavor that is very nutty. In 1850, France (where it’s called corne de gatte) exported it to the United Kingdom under the name pink fir apple, where these knobby-looking tubers became a popular variety. Almost ginger-like in appearance, they are great in roasts, salads, plainly boiled and tossed with fresh herbs, and even steamed.


			New Potatoes


			I feel this category of potatoes, with its range of skin tones, needs to be on its own podium. Sure, they are small, but please don’t mistake just any baby potatoes (or B-size potatoes) as new potatoes. The difference in new potatoes and other kinds has to do with harvest times. New ones are plucked fresh from the ground when the leaves and stems are still verdant. Normally tubers are uprooted after the vine dies and when the leaves are dried up. Regular potatoes are temperature-cured and then stored for months before they make their way into supermarkets. New ones are never stored and usually land in the bins and farmers’ markets within hours of being harvested. As Elizabeth Schneider so eloquently states in her amazing work Vegetables from Amaranth to Zucchini: The Essential Reference, “Perhaps new potatoes might be better served by the name fresh-harvest or first-crop potatoes.” I couldn’t agree more. New ones have such tender skin that I highly recommend that, after a good scrub and rinse, you leave them unpeeled. They are very expeditious in their cooking times and are great pan-fried in butter with the simplest of spices and fresh herbs. 
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					Organic, Conventional, or GMO?
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					Pesticides and fertilizers are nothing new in the world of agriculture. In fact, one of the first fertilizers came from Peru and was associated with the potato. Called Peruvian guano, it was a by-product of their coastal seabirds—the pelican, cormorant, and booby. In the 1850s, it became the most sought-after fertilizer (for its ability to produce more nitrogen, an essential chemical in generating chlorophyll), with Peru controlling its distribution. Because the potato revolutionized the agricultural industry among the major players worldwide, pesticides and other harmful chemicals were formulated to keep diseases and bugs at bay. No one wanted a repeat of the blight that had annihilated the potato crop in Ireland or of the infestation of the Colorado potato beetle (which had taken arsenic and copper to get rid of). These pesticides were eventually replaced by the chemicals used in the modern pesticide industry. Conventionally grown potatoes have a tendency to absorb and retain some of the chemicals and no amount of washing and scrubbing ensures complete elimination. Spreading the pesticides is harmful to the farmers applying them as well as to the environment. Truth be told, even organic potatoes are sprayed with naturally occurring chemicals like sulfur and copper.


					Which brings us to the ever-controversial introduction of genetically modified organisms (GMOs), wherein the genetic code of a plant is manipulated with increased precision to make it far more resilient. Resiliency results in a dramatic decrease in the use of harmful pesticides and chemicals to ward off disease and decay. Farmers have been doing this for centuries with natural plant-breeding crossovers, hoping to come up with the same answers we seek even now in the twenty-first century. Whichever side of the debate you rest on, these are all legitimate concerns as we look at the future of food, and of the fourth-largest crop in the world.


					So while we grapple with a solution to these complex issues, I, for one, continue to purchase organic potatoes as much as I can, paying attention to the Environmental Working Group’s (ewg.org) Shopper’s Guide to Pesticides in Produce.


				


			

				 


			Sweet Potatoes


			In 1492, Christopher Columbus tasted sweet potatoes, called batatas, in the Caribbean islands. He took them back to Spain, where they came to be thought of as having aphrodisiac powers. No relation to the potato, sweet potatoes are part of the morning glory family (and to make this more complicated, orange-fleshed sweet potatoes are referred to as yams even though yams have nothing to do with sweet potatoes and belong to an entirely different botanical family). Unlike those of potatoes and yams, the leaves of the sweet potato plant are lusciously edible (see Tater Tips). 


			Nutritionally comparable to the potato in terms of most nutrients, sweet potatoes—especially the darker varieties—deliver more antioxidants, minerals, and vitamin A than potatoes, and, because of their higher sugar content, they leave your sweet tooth satisfied. 


			Most of the sweet potatoes in North America are cultivated in North Carolina, Mississippi, Louisiana, and California. Here are a handful of sweet potato cultivars that are common in most of our supermarkets:


			Orange-fleshed jewel and garnet: These North American cultivars are by far the most popular in supermarkets all across the United States. Deep orange in their hues, I find them very pumpkin-like in their flavor and mouthfeel. Because of their creaminess when mashed, I love them in the Sweet Potato Rolls with a Creamy Cointreau Glaze (see recipe).


			Jersey white and Jersey yellow: Often when I want a true sweet potato, I reach for a tan-skinned Jersey, a cultivar that ranges in flesh color from light yellow to creamy white and even to shades of pink. It has a dry, mealy flesh that is exceptionally sweet and creamy and retains its form when cooked, especially baked. I love its texture (almost like poached pears) in the Sweet Potato Pithivier (see recipe).


			Japanese (kotobuki, Satsuma-imo, and yamaimo): Often, supermarkets label all these varieties as Japanese or just Asian sweet potatoes. White-fleshed and ranging in skin color from reddish brown to almost pink with white flesh, these are all luscious even when they are simply baked. Try them steamed, sprinkled with a hint of freshly ground cardamom and a drizzle of butter. Street vendors in India throw them directly on burning embers and roast them. They peel and cut them, tossing the pieces with black salt and cayenne. They are not overly sweet, and they are perfect in some of the dessert recipes in this book. 
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					Sweet Potatoes with Chicken and Lemongrass | See recipe




				 


			Purchasing and Storing Potatoes


			Ideally, buy the specific or comparable variety of potatoes needed for a particular recipe or two. Oftentimes natural food stores will sell them loose, so you are not stuck with a 5- or 10-pound bag (not that there is anything wrong with that) of a particular cultivar. Choose tubers that are firm to the touch, with no sprouts or greening just under their skin. Green coloration is chlorophyll and also is evidence of elevated levels of glycoalkaloid, a chemical compound that is deemed toxic among the nightshade family. It is a potato’s internal mechanism to guard against certain diseases. High levels are indicative of improper and long storage times, especially when they are exposed to sunlight. It is best to keep potatoes in a dark spot in a well-ventilated pantry or even your cool basement or garage. If you have the opportunity to buy potatoes toward the tail end of a growing season at a farmers’ market, buy them in a heartbeat, as some vendors may sell them to you with plenty of dirt still clinging to them—which is ideal for storage. Buy them and store them as is in that cool dark spot. Scrub and wash what you intend to use for a meal. This way you will be ensured a constant supply of fresh-dug potatoes even during the winter months. In simple words, keep potatoes in the dark. 


			When your potatoes start to sprout, it is an indication that they have been around too long. Sprouts signify new growth from the potato’s eyes. Once the sprout takes over (the eye and the sprout planted underground will yield a new plant), it will absorb all the nutrients from the parent, drying out the tuber in the process, which is great for the new progeny, but not great for an eater. I have been known in times of need to peel away any small sprouts, if the potato is still firm and does not appear wrinkled and soft. But that’s certainly not optimal!


			In terms of storage, the other big no-no, is stashing potatoes in the refrigerator. In that environment, the potato’s starch gets converted to sugar. The only time you want that sugar is if you’re making oven fries—the raised sugar level ensures a surface browning that is usually not possible when you’re making french fries the low-fat way.


			Potato Flour and Potato Starch


			Both potato flour and potato starch—not the same thing, by any means—are widely available in large supermarkets and natural food stores. Potato flour goes back to the Inca civilization around the thirteenth century (although archeological sites date it back 2,200 years) when potatoes were eaten freshly dug and raw, or, after storage, roasted or used in stews. Potato flour is made from peeled, dried potatoes and, because of its ability to help increase moisture content, is an excellent addition to breads and other baked goods.


			Potato starch is fashioned from the dried starch component of peeled potatoes and like cornstarch is used as a thickener. Unlike the flour, potato starch has no potato flavor.


		

	

			
Munchies, Morsels, Tidbits & Finger Foods
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			When I go to restaurants, especially with a group of friends, I get accused of going overboard with appetizers. Practically every item on the starters list grabs my attention, and soon small plates of delectables appear at the table. I am perfectly content stopping after that course. 


			Of course, if I see potatoes anywhere, well, that does me in. So to imagine an array of potato offerings that spans the globe as a precursor to a meal, it’s all I can do to contain myself. Cheesy tots, a perfect balance of crispy exterior and creamy interior, bursting with the perfume of fresh tarragon, excite my palate. Llapingachos, those classic Ecuadorian potato cakes with a winsome combination of salty Cotija cheese and creamy peanut sauce are so irresistible, I could consume them in one sitting. My weakness for fried foods commands me to include a plate of crispy fried potato skins with a zesty crème fraîche—a great accompaniment to a gin martini, extra-dry, straight-up, twist, no olives! The French know a thing or two about gougères, addictive puffs that are airy and rich with egg. Filled with citrusy mashed potatoes and asparagus, they make for a great Sunday brunch, and you know every guest will want that recipe. 


			I could go on and on about each of the recipes in this chapter, but see for yourself. Starters may introduce the meal or be the meal—your very own global tapas.


		

		

			

				Boiled
Mashed
Fried


			


			North American


			A Tale of Two Cities


			Mustard- or Garlic-Spiked 


			Crispy Potato Cakes


			Maybe I’m partial to India, but I marvel at the country’s fascination with the potato, even though it is a relatively new crop. (It was brought in by Spanish and Portuguese merchants in the sixteenth century.) It’s the most affordable vegetable for even the poorest of the poor and no Indian meal feels complete without it.


			From two disparate regions with remarkably different cooking and spicing styles—Mumbai on the west coast and Madras (now called Chennai) on the southeast coast—come two variations of crispy cakes: one spiked with roasted mustard seeds and lime, the other fragrant with garlic. Both are enrobed in a chickpea flour batter and fried to a gorgeous brown. They cannot be any more different in terms of flavors, but are equally addictive. Makes 24 cakes (12 of each version)


			2 pounds medium-size red-skin potatoes


			For the Mumbai Version


			6 slices fresh ginger (each about the size and thickness of a quarter; no need to peel first), coarsely chopped


			4 large cloves garlic


			2 or 3 fresh green serrano chiles, stems discarded


			1 cup firmly packed fresh cilantro leaves and tender stems


			1 teaspoon coarse sea or kosher salt


			½ teaspoon ground turmeric


			For the Madras Version


			¼ cup finely chopped fresh cilantro leaves and tender stems


			¼ cup finely chopped fresh curry leaves (optional; see Tater Tips)


			2 or 3 fresh green serrano chiles (see Tater Tips), stems discarded, finely chopped (do not remove the seeds)


			2 tablespoons canola oil


			1 teaspoon black or yellow mustard seeds


			1 teaspoon coarse sea or kosher salt


			½ teaspoon ground turmeric


			¼ cup freshly squeezed lime juice


			For the Batter


			1 cup chickpea flour, sifted


			¼ cup white rice flour, sifted


			1 teaspoon coarse sea or kosher salt


			½ teaspoon ground turmeric


			Canola oil, for deep-frying


			1. Peel the potatoes and place them in a medium-size saucepan. Cover them with cold water and bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Lower the heat to medium-low, cover the pot, and simmer until the potatoes are tender when pierced with a fork or knife, 20 to 25 minutes. Scoop out 1 cup of the potato water and set it aside. Drain the potatoes. Divide them equally between 2 medium-size bowls. Mash each portion with a potato masher. 


			2. Lay out 2 large pieces of wax paper or parchment paper on the counter. 


			3. To make the Mumbai version, pile the ginger, garlic, chiles, and cilantro into a food processor. Pulse the medley into an herbaceous mince (do not puree). Scrape this into one of the bowls of potatoes. Sprinkle in the salt and turmeric and give it all a good mix. Divide the mixture into 12 equal portions, setting each portion onto one of the pieces of wax paper. Shape each into a ball, then flatten each into a disk about ½ inch thick and return it to the wax paper.


			To make the Madras version, add the cilantro, curry leaves (if using), and chiles to the second bowl of potatoes. Heat the oil in a small skillet over medium-high heat. Once the oil appears to shimmer, sprinkle in the mustard seeds. Cover the pan right away as the seeds will start to pop, not unlike popcorn. Once the seeds finish popping, 10 to 15 seconds, remove the pan from the heat. Uncover it and sprinkle in the salt and the turmeric, which will bathe the oil with its sunny disposition. Scrape this all into the potatoes and pour in the lime juice. Stir well to incorporate all these ingredients into the potatoes. Divide, shape, and flatten this mixture as you did the Mumbai version, using the other piece of wax paper as the holding area.


			4. To make the batter, combine the chickpea and rice flours in a medium-size bowl and sprinkle in the salt and turmeric. Pour in half of the reserved potato water and whisk it in, making sure there are no lumps. Continue drizzling and whisking as much potato water as you need to make a batter that is slightly thicker than pancake batter.


			5. Pour oil to a depth of 2 to 3 inches into a wok, Dutch oven, or medium-size saucepan. Heat the oil over medium heat until a candy or deep-frying thermometer inserted into the oil (without touching the pan bottom) registers 350°F. Line a cookie sheet with several layers of paper towels, for draining the cakes of excess oil. If you want to serve all the cakes at one time, set a wire rack over another cookie sheet, place it in the center of the oven, and preheat the oven to 175°F.


			6. Once the oil is ready, carefully scoop out ¼ cup of the hot oil and gently whisk it into the batter. The hot fat makes the cakes crispier when fried.


			7. Pick up a cake with your hand (a little messy but it works well) and gently drop it into the batter. Use your hand or a fork to carefully flip it over, then lift it out. (Make sure the cake gets completely coated.) Slide it into the hot oil. Coat and add another 5 cakes to the oil. Deep-fry the cakes, flipping them over with a slotted spoon, until they are reddish brown and crispy, 5 to 8 minutes. Transfer them with the spoon to the paper towels to drain. Repeat with the remaining cakes and batter. Serve each batch fresh from frying (can’t imagine why not!); or, after draining, set them on the wire rack in the oven preheated to 175°F to keep warm. 
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					Tater Tips


					▲ Fresh curry leaves, a member of the citrus family, are common in the produce aisle of any Indian grocery. I have also seen them on occasion at health-food stores and Southeast Asian markets (since folks with roots in Malaysia use them). They strip off the sprig very easily and are often used in stews and stir-fries, especially among India’s coastal cuisines. We normally don’t eat them if they are left whole in a recipe, but if they are chopped or pureed, they can be consumed. Since there is no substitute to replicate their flavor, leave them out if you can’t find them. If you buy a bunch and fear you won’t use them often, dry them out under a sunny window or freeze them fresh in a zip-top bag.


					▲ I often give a range of chiles to use in a recipe. The tolerance for heat varies among diners. Use the minimum or even less for a very mellow presence. The maximum delivers a pleasant punch while still maintaining a balance. Of course, use more if you are a hothead like me.


					▲ I cannot emphasize too strongly the importance of a thermometer if you wish to fry perfectly. It’s all about temperature control. But if you have no thermometer, an alternate way to see if oil is at the right temperature is to gently flick a drop of water over it. If it skitters across the surface, the oil is ready. Or safer yet, stick a wooden skewer or wooden spoon into the oil. When bubbles form around the bottom of the skewer, the oil is ready.
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			North American


			Cheesy Tarragon Tots
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			The year 1860 witnessed a plethora of deep-fried potatoes on the streets of France and in US restaurants. Home cooks could not afford to make them because of the large amounts of oil and special equipment required. These cheesy tater tots need neither. Yes, enough oil for deep-frying, but nothing that breaks the bank, and all that is essential in terms of equipment is a thermometer. 


			Among all the potato dishes I have eaten over the years, I have never turned down an opportunity to eat a Tater Tot or two (I lie—it’s more like half a pound or more). The saltier and crispier they are, the more I eat. Most commercial tots are sold frozen and ready-to-cook, and coming up with a home version was a bit of a challenge. Your work is easy since I have tested multiple options to bring you the best. Tot-lovers, you will not be disappointed. Serves 4


			1 pound russet or Yukon Gold potatoes


			Canola oil, for deep-frying


			1 small yellow or white onion, coarsely chopped


			4 ounces fresh cheese curds (see Tater Tips)


			2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh tarragon leaves


			1 tablespoon potato starch


			½ teaspoon coarse sea or kosher salt


			1. Fill a medium-size bowl with cold water. Peel the potatoes and give them a good rinse under cold running water. Cut them into 2-inch pieces. Submerge them in the bowl of water to rinse off surface starch and to prevent them from turning gray.


			2. As the potatoes soak, pour oil to a depth of 2 to 3 inches into a wok, Dutch oven, or medium-size saucepan. Heat the oil over medium heat until a candy or deep-frying thermometer inserted into the oil (without touching the pan bottom) registers 325°F. Lay out a clean cotton kitchen towel or several layers of paper towels on the counter, for drying the potatoes. Set a wire rack on a cookie sheet, for draining the partially cooked potatoes of excess oil.


			3. Drain the potatoes in a colander and rinse them a bit under cold running water. Give the colander a good shake or two to rid the potatoes of excess water. Transfer the potatoes to the kitchen towel and dry them well.


			4. Divide the potatoes into 2 equal portions. Drop a portion gently into the oil. You will notice the temperature dip down by 30°F or so. Allow the potatoes to poach at that temperature just until they appear pale brown and are a bit soft, about 5 minutes. Lift them out immediately with a slotted spoon and transfer them to the rack to drain. Let the oil return to 325°F and repeat with the remaining potatoes.
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