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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.




[image: illustration]





 


Garam Masala


Sambhar Powder


Goda Masala


Kolhapuri Masala


Panch Phoron





FOOD IS CENTRAL TO AN INDIAN PERSON’S LIFE. IT IS SPOKEN ABOUT ALL THE TIME, IS A GREAT ICEBREAKER AND IS COOKED AND EATEN THROUGHOUT THE DAY. THE HIGHEST DEMONSTRATION OF LOVE IN INDIA IS TO FEED SOMEONE.


INTRODUCTION


Indian food needs no introduction. Its rich, delicious flavours and enticing aroma of herbs and spices have tempted the most conservative palates and restaurants started by people from the Asian sub-continent have taken Indian food across the seas and made it available to a wide audience. Attention to detail, excellent chefs, clever packaging and marketing have ensured that people know more about it now than ever before.


I grew up in Mumbai when it was still called Bombay, amongst great lovers of food, then went on to train as a chef at the Institute of Hotel Management, Catering Technology and Applied Nutrition, commonly known as IHM, Mumbai. Every evening, I’d be in the family kitchen trying out recipes by blending spices and practising techniques such as grating a coconut to make milk. Those were an intensely food-related three years and I loved the chance to be creative and learn about the diversity of a cuisine that had such a rich history and so much variety. Mumbai was and still is India’s commercial capital and therefore attracts people from all over the country. It was wonderful to taste a wide variety of regional Indian cuisines such as Sindhi, Gujarati, south Indian and Kashmiri, through friends, neighbours and speciality restaurants. I also tried a range of regional dishes on family holidays to almost every state of India. I remember eating Kerala ‘fish molee’ as an eight-year-old and Rajasthani ‘dal bati’, a rich dough bread served with ghee and lentils, at ten. I still visit India a few times a year and go on food trips – driving off the tourist track to visit market towns and villages that hold the secrets to good, wholesome, regional fare.


As a newly trained chef I came to England in the 1980s to study journalism. I had completed a degree in Indian History in India and wanted to find a way to combine my interests through writing about Indian food. I arrived from the warm sunshine of Bombay to a foggy February day in London. I knew that I’d have to cook a spiced Indian meal to warm up and set off in search of the right ingredients. In those days, grocery shops still had very seasonal vegetables and all I could see were parsnips, swedes and Brussels sprouts. Not what I was used to at all! Thankfully, I could buy a cauliflower and made my first curry with a few spices that I had brought from India. I learnt that in order to buy a variety of Indian ingredients, I’d have to go to an ‘ethnic’ area and so made my way to Southall. Imagine my delight upon seeing coriander leaves, coconut and turmeric – all ingredients that now, almost 30 years later, are seen in many supermarkets all over the UK.


There was an interest in Indian food in the UK at the time, but the recipes I found in books and magazines seemed complex, with long lists of ingredients and many steps to achieve an ‘authentic’ Indian meal. My cooking was simpler, quicker and fuss-free. I started my cookery school in London – Cooking With Monisha – where I taught members of the public, chefs and students of hospitality management an easy, manageable style of Indian cooking. Cooking With Monisha is a vibrant school now and I also teach the Indian courses at several top cookery schools around the UK.


The Indian food that is available in the UK is only a small part of a very vast and diverse cuisine. This has to do with migration: people from northern India, mainly Punjab, Gujarat and Bangladesh (which was a part of India until 1947) brought their food to the West and adapted it to suit local tastes. Dishes were classified by heat – ‘hot vindaloo’ and ‘mild korma’ – and were named after cities that were important strongholds of the British Raj – ‘Bombay Aloo’ and ‘Chicken Madras’. Neither of these dishes can be found in India! Today, as more people travel to India from the West, there is an appreciation of what lies beyond the samosa and the jalfrezi.


In this book, I have recreated a cookery masterclass at my school. I’d like you to consider this a personal one-to-one lesson with me standing in your kitchen, guiding you with tips and hints as we create the perfect Indian meal. The step-by-step photographs will give you an idea of technique and texture as well as the different stages of the dishes. Please bear in mind that you can personalise the recipes by adding more or less chilli, seasoning or oil.


An increasing number of people are now cooking Indian food at home. Although jarred curry sauces are available in supermarkets, home cooks have realised that they are often too greasy, overly spiced and full of salt; nowhere close to the real thing. Cookery schools all over the world now offer Indian courses and the interest in learning not just how to use spices, but also regional Indian cooking, is increasing. People who come to my cookery school now talk about Keralan curries or a Bengali pineapple chutney that they have eaten on visits to India. Many tourists have been to Rajasthan and had a ‘thali’, where lots of dishes are served all together in small bowls, or to Delhi where they’ve discovered the joys of richly spiced, Mughal curries such as Butter Chicken.


Food is central to an Indian person’s life. It is spoken about all the time, is a great icebreaker and is cooked and eaten throughout the day. The highest demonstration of love in India is to feed someone and one of the first questions older members of an Indian family ask the younger ones who are away from home is ‘have you eaten?’ Recipes are traditionally passed down from mother to daughter. However, more and more Indian men are now seen in the kitchen, especially outside of India. As people travel and TV shows bring India to living rooms the world over, Indian cookery is receiving attention from newer and evermore curious audiences.
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EVERYTHING ABOUT INDIA CAN BE BETTER UNDERSTOOD IF WE ACCEPT THAT THERE ARE NO GENERALISATIONS ABOUT THE COUNTRY. EVERY FEW MILES, THE LANGUAGE, FOOD, DRESS AND WAYS OF LIFE CHANGE AND IT IS A LAND OF BOTH SIMILARITIES AND GREAT CONTRASTS HELD TOGETHER BY A GEOGRAPHICAL BOUNDARY.





LOCAL FOODS ARE AT THE HEART OF REGIONAL COOKING. IN INDIA’S TOWNS AND VILLAGES, FRESH FOOD IS BOUGHT DAILY FROM FARMERS’ MARKETS AND EVERYTHING THAT IS COOKED IS CONSUMED ON THE SAME DAY.


DIVERSITY IN INDIAN COOKING


I have addressed regional variations by loosely dividing the country into north, north-east, south, west and east, although no such division can cover the entirety of Indian cooking, as that may take a lifetime of travel, research and experimentation!


This diversity can be better understood by exploring four aspects.


Climate → In the hotter regions of India such as in the south, which is close to the Equator, or in Rajasthan, part of which is desert, foods need to be cooling. Within the repertoire of spices, chillies are considered cooling as the capsaicin in them makes you sweat. This cools the body down, and therefore foods from these regions are very hot and spicy, unlike in the north, which can be cold and therefore uses a lot of garam masala, a warming spice blend.


Geography → Local foods are at the heart of regional cooking. People living along India’s 4,000-mile coastline eat seafood combined with foods such as coconut, which commonly grow there. A Goan fish curry most often has pomfret, a sea fish, gently simmered in a tangy, spicy coconut curry. In the fiery heat of the Rajasthan desert, water is scarce and foods are therefore often cooked in milk.


Religion → Almost 35 per cent of Indians are vegetarian, mainly for religious reasons. Hindus do not generally eat beef and the Muslim population does not eat pork. In an Indian home, non-vegetarian meals are served only a couple of times a week and these usually include chicken, fish or mutton, which in India is goat meat and not lamb. When Indian dishes are adapted for the Western world, lamb replaces goat. The cost of these non-vegetarian foods and the tropical heat mean that family meals are usually lighter and lean towards vegetarian dishes. Vegetarianism in India has its roots in two religions – Jainism and Buddhism – although many Buddhists in India do eat meat. Their religion allows them to eat whatever is offered to them as long as they have not witnessed the slaughter of the animal. The Jains follow non-violence further by not even consuming root vegetables such as onions and garlic that may lead to the destruction of life during harvesting.


Foreign influences → These have had a large part to play in shaping the modern cuisine of India. The Greeks, Chinese, Mughals, Portuguese, Dutch, French and the British brought their own cuisines, ingredients and cooking techniques to India and took deliciously spicy recipes alongside spices when they returned home. Today black pepper is used to flavour not just Indian food but many cuisines all over the world. Many ingredients that Indian cooking is based on – chillies, tomatoes and potatoes – were introduced to India by the Portuguese only about 500 years ago. According to T.R. Gopalakrishnan’s book Vegetable Crops, the British introduced cauliflowers and cabbages to India in 1822. British varieties were grown in May/June when India enjoys summer and thus these cauliflowers adapted to the hot and humid conditions of their new environment.
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THE REGIONS


I have always found it quite hard to divide India up into regions. There is a political division that’s followed by the government but I tend to look at the country from a culinary perspective. I, therefore, almost draw a cross through the centre and address each quarter as a region, with the addition of the north-east which is unique in itself.


The North


PUNJAB A large number of Indians who live outside of India are Punjabi in origin. In many families, ancestors several generations ago left India in search of better economic prospects and a new way of life. They carried with them the culture of India so much so that today in many parts of the world when one talks of Indian cooking, it is Punjabi food that is being referred to. Rich onion-and tomato-flavoured curries, or the delicious tandoori foods that are cooked slowly in a clay oven called the tandoor, originate in Punjab. The Punjabis, both the Hindus and the Sikhs, love to celebrate with food, drink and dancing and their feasts are legendary. It is sometimes said that because much of Punjab is agricultural, the cooking here is rather unsophisticated. In fact, most Indians love Punjabi cooking and restaurants in this style do great business in every Indian town and city. Most non-Punjabis think of this hearty cuisine as being an occasional treat and look forward to a meal laced with ghee and accompanied by fried treats such as samosas and pakoras. Ingredients that you would commonly find in a Punjabi kitchen are meat and chicken, beans such as chickpeas and red kidney beans, black lentils, vegetables such as cauliflower, potatoes, peas and turnips and wholewheat flour to make many kinds of breads.


UTTAR PRADESH Two of India’s most sacred Hindu cities lie in this state. Varanasi and Allahabad are thronged with pilgrims each year and it is not surprising that Uttar Pradesh has a rich and varied vegetarian cuisine. All religious food in India must include only those ingredients which are considered acceptable or ‘sattvik’. These include grains, spices, naturally ripened fruit and vegetables and milk. An awareness of what is and what is not acceptable is inculcated in each generation through upbringing. However, Uttar Pradesh does have a non-vegetarian repertoire of food as well. Coriander and cumin are favoured spices, while legumes and pulses form the base of many curries.


One of the most famous styles of cooking that originates from this state is the ‘Awadhi’ style from Lucknow (or Awadh, as it was earlier known). Until nearly the middle of the twentieth century it was a princely state with Nawabs as rulers. Their feasts were renowned and even today the ‘Dum Pukht’ technique, which literally means ‘to choke off the steam’ is considered an important skill in any Awadhi chef’s repertoire. This is a technique, used to make biryanis and rich curries such as a korma, where a pot is sealed with dough made from chapatti flour (atta) and water. A tight-fitting lid ensures that no steam can escape and that all the flavour is retained in the food. Often, this dish would be placed on coals and slow-cooked for a few hours. Live coals would also be placed on the lid so that heat was provided from above as well as from below. One story says that 200 years ago Nawab Asaf-ud-Daulah began the construction of a huge edifice, the Bara Imambara (which is the most important attraction in Lucknow today and is said to have the biggest vaulted hall in the world). He would destroy a part of the day’s building work at night so that his workers would be in continuous employment. Food for the workers consisted of rice, meat and vegetables and as this was required day and night, it was put in a pot and sealed with dough to be slow cooked all the time. One day, the Nawab tasted this meal, found it truly delicious and had it adopted into the royal kitchens. Awadh’s most famous ruler, the artistic Wajid Ali Shah (1847–56) is said to have refined the technique further by asking his cooks to invent new and exciting dishes to tempt the royal palate. All sorts of fine dishes, such as succulent biryanis and lamb curries called ‘nihari’, are made in the dum pukht style and speciality restaurants in many five-star hotels around the country specialise in this cuisine. In 1999, some districts were separated into a new state, Uttarakhand.
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KASHMIR Due to its proximity to the Himalayas, Kashmir was the natural passage to India for many invaders. Its cuisine is therefore a mix of Indian, Persian and Afghan styles. There are two distinct communities who live in Kashmir – the Muslims and the Hindu Brahmins who are known as ‘Kashmiri Pundits’. The Pundits are one of the few meat-eating Brahmin communities in India although beef is strictly taboo. Their cooking is based on ingredients such as yogurt and asafoetida whereas the Muslims use garlic and Kashmiri shallots called ‘praan’. The cuisine of Kashmir also makes the most of the local produce such as walnuts, dried apricots and pistachios. Spices such as dried ginger powder, fennel powder and Kashmiri saffron are used. Yogurt forms the base for many curries. The true cooking of Kashmir can be seen in the Wazawan style, which is fragrant with spices including cardamom, cloves and cinnamon. Even today, the master chefs of Kashmir are the descendants of the traditional chefs from Samarkand, the Wazas. The original Wazas came to India with the ruler Timur when he entered India in the fifteenth century. The royal Wazawan, comprising of 36 courses, is a feast that few can get through and is therefore served only at special occasions like weddings. The meal begins with the ritual of washing the hands, then the dishes (‘tramis’) filled with food begin to arrive. The entrées are eaten with a sticky, dense variety of rice which is prized. Much of the Wazawan is meat-based as this is a sign of affluence, but vegetarian dishes with lotus root or potatoes are also served. The meal is washed down with Kahwa tea which is flavoured with saffron, cinnamon and almonds.


DELHI New Delhi is the capital of India and has a cosmopolitan population of politicians, diplomats and business officials. The cuisine reflects the diversity of its people and a variety of styles from the rich Punjabi to the vegetarian Bania and the non-vegetarian Kayastha coexist. Speciality food quarters are lined with stalls selling tandoori foods, crisp samosas and syrupy sweets but, as evening turns to dusk, the city’s rich and famous dress up in their best silks to attend countless cocktail and dinner parties. Alcohol is served freely at these parties and the food is a mix of styles from around the world, each tempting the gourmet with newer and fancier creations.


Delhi is famous for its ‘Mughlai’ cooking, a legacy of the Mughal rulers who reigned over a large part of India from Delhi, their capital, before the British took over. The official language of the Muslim rulers of this dynasty was Persian as were the names of dishes such as biryani, kebabs and koftas, which are still in use. Dishes prepared in the imperial kitchens – meats in buttery sauces, a medley of seasonal vegetables flavoured with exotic ingredients such as white cumin, dried plums and pomegranate seeds, and fruit and rose-flavoured sweets – have influenced a rich and festive cuisine that is still much loved today.
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The West


RAJASTHAN Rajasthan, which lies in the Thar Desert of India, is also called the ‘Land of Princes’ because of the many princely kingdoms that existed here before India became independent from British rule in 1947. In all the royal kitchens of Rajasthan, the preparation of food was raised to the levels of an art form. The ‘Khansamas’ or royal cooks were artists who guarded their recipes with a vengeance and passed them down only to a worthy successor.


Everyday Rajasthani cooking was designed for the war-like lifestyle of medieval Rajasthan when warlords spent many days away from home, in battle. Also being an arid desert, the availability of ingredients of the region was limited. Food that could remain unspoilt for several days and could be eaten without heating was preferred, more out of necessity than choice. The scarcity of water, fresh vegetables and delicate spices has had its effect on the cooking of this state. Most foods in this hot region are still cooked in ghee as it is considered cooling in Ayurveda.


In the desert belt of Jaisalmer, Barmer and Bikaner, chefs use less water and more milk, buttermilk and ghee. A special feature of Rajasthani cooking is the use of amchoor (mango powder) that makes up for the scarcity of tomatoes in the desert, and asafoetida, that flavours curries that do not have onions and garlic.


Generally, most bright red Rajasthani curries look spicier than they actually are – Mathania chillies from near Jodhpur were traditionally used for colour and a unique flavour that was earthy rather than simply hot. The production of these chillies has decreased in the past few years and cooks now substitute these with the more readily available Kashmiri dried red chillies.


GUJARAT Gujarat is the mango-shaped state to the west of India. Its northern region is famous for its delicate, vegetarian cuisine and most especially for the ‘thali’ – a metal plate with several small bowls filled with an array of tempting dishes. The thali has rice, breads, fried accompaniments called ‘farsans’, vegetables, lentils and sweets all served at once.


Even within Gujarat, the cuisine is varied within the different areas. Some areas are drier than others, with less rainfall. Kathiawari and Kachchi food both use red chilli powder to create heat. In the southern part of the state, green chillies are used, most often with fresh ginger. In Surat, sugar is added to most dishes, even lentils and vegetables, and much of the cuisine has a sweet, tangy flavour.


Gujarat was also home to the Bohri Muslim community who migrated to Mumbai in large numbers. Their cooking is a mix of the local Gujarati with Islamic overtones such as the inclusion of meat and dates and some of the delicacies such as ‘lamba pau’, a smoky, wood-baked bread that can now be eaten only in exclusive eateries.


MAHARASHTRA Maharashtra lies to the west of India and has a long coastline along the Arabian Sea. Many communities live here – different sects of Maharashtrians and the settlers who came from other states.


Native Maharashtrian cooking has many styles – the Pune Brahmin style with its sweet, simple flavourings and use of peanuts, the fiery curries of the Deccan Plateau and the coconut and tamarind flavourings of the coastal areas. The state grows a large variety of crops such as peanuts, coconut, rice and mangoes. The most sought-after mango in India, the ‘Alphonso’, is grown here in Ratnagiri.


The biggest city in the state is Mumbai, where I was born. This is a cosmopolitan city dotted with restaurants serving up every type of regional cuisine. Half of my family is Maharashtrian and I grew up eating curries with coconut and pepper. The Parsis who came from Persia and settled in Gujarat later moved to Mumbai. Their cooking is a mix of Iranian and Hindu and out of respect to the local community, they do not eat beef. Their cooking is exemplified by the sweet and sour dhansak, a thick curry made with lentils and vegetables flavoured with spices and vinegar, stews and dessert custards.


The Sindhi community migrated from Pakistan and many of them set up homes in Mumbai. They are known for their love of food and their cooking is fresh and flavourful. Leafy vegetables flavoured with cumin, fried breads and spiced lentils with garlic are specialities.


MADHYA PRADESH This state lies at the centre of India and therefore the cooking is influenced by all the surrounding states, most importantly, by Gujarat and Maharashtra. MP, as it is known, has a great culture of hospitality and I have never been to any other place in the world where the people eat and offer others so much food. There seem to be six meals a day – breakfast, elevenses, lunch, tea, dinner and supper with many ‘munchings’ in between!


Much of MP has Hindu cooking. Indore is famous for its pickle shops that sell preserved fruit and vegetables. In Indore, the local high street turns into a food lane called the ‘sarafa’ after the shops close and every night people stroll along this road to eat fresh samosas and hot sweet jalebis and to drink warm nut-flavoured milk. Bhopal, the capital, is an exception. Ruled for many years by a Muslim ruler, the cuisine is a mix of Islamic and Hindu styles. Kebabs and biryanis sit next to simple stir-fries and fresh breads.
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The South


TAMIL NADU Tamil Nadu is situated on the eastern coast of India by the Bay of Bengal. This state has some of the oldest and most famous of all Hindu temples, such as the Nataraja temple in Chidambaram and the Brihadeeshwara temple at Tanjore. Tamil culture is resplendent with classical literature and dance, fascinating bronze sculpture and aweinspiring architecture. Chennai is the capital and is home to some of the finest artists and artisans in the country. A meal here is mainly made up of rice served in three different courses. First with sambhar, a thick lentil dish that is flavoured with fresh vegetables, then with rasam, a thinner version of the sambhar and one that is slurped up along with the rice (a great experience!) and finally with yogurt and rice to cool one in the strong southern heat. Other rice preparations include coconut rice, tamarind rice, lemon rice and countless other flavourings that provide variety and taste. Black pepper, red chillies, cumin, turmeric, coriander, fenugreek and mustard seeds are used in cooking vegetables such as plantains, yams, gourds and greens.


ANDHRA PRADESH Situated in the central south, Andhra Pradesh is a combination of Hindu and Muslim cookery. Before the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947, the city of Hyderabad was ruled by the Nizam, a man reputed to be the wealthiest person in the world at the time. His kitchens produced some of the richest and tastiest fare and many of his favourite dishes have become trademark recipes of the region such as the rich dessert ‘Khubani ka meetha’, where stewed Indian apricots are served with nuts, cream and spices. Hyderabadi cookery is characterised by slow-cooking methods.


An Andhra meal is also served in courses. In Hyderabad, it is the Mughlai set of courses, replete with kebabs and biryanis. In other parts of the state, the food is mainly vegetarian and again, rice forms a staple part of the diet. Andhra Pradesh is most famous for its pickles and many chutneys that are made from just about anything – from mangoes, aubergines and tomatoes to ginger and ‘gongura’, an aromatic, local reddish-green leafy vegetable. The food of Andhra Pradesh is known for its chilli heat! In February 2014, the Andhra Pradesh Reorganisation Act divided this state in two – Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.


KARNATAKA Karnataka has given India a classic restaurant style. Udipi, a small temple town, is famous for its Brahmin cooks. The town has a beautiful, ancient Krishna temple and the Brahmins will first offer all cooked food to the gods before serving it to devotees. Pancakes called ‘dosas’, rice cakes called ‘idlis’ and luscious chutneys are made in Udipi and tiny cafés that serve such food (called Udipi restaurants) are popular. They serve vegetarian food. Coconuts, tamarind, beans and kokum, a sour purple fruit are used in the cooking. In these parts, coconut (called ‘Shriphal’) is considered the fruit of the gods. Every part of the coconut tree is useful – the fruit is eaten, the water within is drunk, the leaves are used for roofing and the husk on the outside of the fruit is made into scouring tools. In Hinduism, the coconut is a complete, special fruit – one that can be used in its entirety, in many different ways and is therefore used in ritual worship. The hard outer shell and the soft interior symbolise a Hindu way of life where one must be impervious to the difficulties of daily life while still maintaining an inner calm and balance.


Many of my ancestors, who are Saraswat Brahmins, come from Karnataka and as a child I would spend my summers in the little village of Gokarn just off the coast. I remember eating fresh curries flavoured with coriander and cumin, roomfuls of mangoes and many unusual dishes made with jackfruit and breadfruit. We would wait for the breadfruit to fall off the trees and then my aunt would peel and slice it, rub it with chilli and salt and deep-fry the slices. Pure jaggery or a slice of star fruit was often handed out after dinner and some of my best childhood memories are of stoning tamarind trees to get at the sour-sweet fruit!
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Mecca Masjid mosque (Charminar), Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh.





KERALA The serving of a meal is an art form in this state. Traditionally, a banana leaf is used as a plate and all courses are served at once. Rice, lentils, vegetables, chutneys, crisp accompaniments and sweets, flavoured with coconut, form a fragrant feast. Curry leaves and mustard seeds are used to temper many dishes. Preparations such as thorans (vegetable stir-fries), sambhar (lentils with tamarind) and dishes cooked with plantains, yams and cabbages are popular. Cabbages are grown all over India due to their neutral taste, which can be combined with a variety of spices.


Kerala has many communities and therefore has a great mix of cuisines. Syrian Christians, Malabar Muslims, Jews from Cochin and Hindus all live and work peacefully and share a culture that is vibrant and yet gentle. This is the state where Ayurveda has been preserved for centuries, away from foreign conquests and interference, and is still practised through food and lifestyle.


GOA Goan food is a blend of the various influences that have been a part of the region’s history. The main communities that live here are the Christians and the Hindus. For both the main food is fish, which is natural because Goa is on the coast. Fishing boats go out into the Arabian Sea in the early hours and are back, laden with seafood, by dawn.


Goa was a Portuguese colony for many years and the food of that land has mainly influenced the Christian food of Goa. The Portuguese introduced pork and beef to the Catholic converts of the region, who came to love dishes such as sorpotel, a spicy pork curry, whereas the Hindus, a fish-eating community, did not adopt this new cuisine due to religious restrictions.


Hindu cookery is mainly from the Saraswat community who use local produce, such as coconuts, cashew nuts and mangoes. Spices such as asafoetida, mustard seeds and ‘tirphal’ or Szechuan pepper, are used to flavour many vegetables such as bitter gourds, pumpkins and plantain.
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Chinese fishing nets, believed to have been introduced to India by Portuguese settlers from Macau in the sixteenth century, on the bay of Fort Cochin. These nets have been in use in Fort Cochin for centuries, although these days are more used as tourist attractions.








REFERRED TO AS Kettuvallams, HOUSEBOATS WERE INTRODUCED TO INDIA BY THE CHINESE. FIRST BUILT IN SOUTHWESTERN INDIA, THEY WERE USED TO TRANSPORT MERCHANDISE, SUCH AS RICE AND SPICES, ALONGSIDE PASSENGERS, AROUND THE BACKWATERS AND LAGOONS OF KERALA.
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The East


As in other parts of the country, availability of local ingredients has determined the flavours of this region. The many rivers and the fertile soil allows rice, mangoes and coconuts to grow in plenty. Fresh ginger and mustard seeds, both whole and crushed to a paste, are used to flavour curries.


Rice is eaten with all curries and the Bengalis grow one crop a year, leaving time to pursue what they love only second to eating – appreciation of the fine arts –music, painting and literature. Due to its proximity to the Mughal-influenced north, the Bengali Muslim cuisine adopts the best of the kebabs and biryanis, which are the pride of Mughlai cooking.


West Bengal has a great vegetarian repertoire, although fish dishes such as ‘Macher Jhol’, a thin soupy fish curry and ‘Shorshe Bata Macch’, fish is cooked in mustard paste, are most famous. The use of spices here is unique and a special five-spice blend called ‘panch phoron’ is used extensively. This is a mixture of cumin, fennel, fenugreek, kalonji (also called onion seeds) and black mustard seeds. This is fried in a little oil and added to most dishes.


The most characteristic feature of Bengali food is the repertoire of sweets. There is a speciality ‘mishti’ or sweet shop on every street corner in Kolkatta and they are even prized in other Indian cities. Syrupy rasmalai, where soft dumplings of clotted milk are steeped in sweet, spiced milk; sandesh, a fudge-like sweet made of thickened milk, and a sweet yogurt called ‘mishti dhoi’ that is sweetened with date palm jaggery, all come originate from the east.


The North-East


This region is made up of the Seven Sister States: Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura as well as the Himalayan state of Sikkim.


The north-east is home to a vast number of tribes who have their own unique cuisine. The Adi tribe of Arunachal Pradesh cultivate rice and rear their own pigs and chickens. The Angami of Nagaland and Manipur love pork with bamboo shoots and the Bhutia of Sikkim eat dishes such as ‘phagshapa’ – strips of pork fat cooked with radish and chilli. The food here is mostly non-vegetarian, with influences from nearby China and Myanmar. Being close to the Bay of Bengal, fish is popular in Assam and is cooked in mustard oil and eaten with rice.


The north-east is famous for arguably the hottest chilli in the world (see pictured). Aptly called ‘Bhut Jolokia’ (Ghost Chilli) in Assam, ‘Naga Jolokia’ in Nagaland and ‘Umorok’ in Manipur, it is highly regarded for its medicinal properties such as its use in pain-relief treatment.


The food of Nagaland is quite different from that of the rest of India due to the Chinese influence – ingredients such as pork, beef, bamboo shoots and soya bean feature in many dishes. Manipuri tribes are divided into those that live in the hills and those of the plains. They exchange their produce, sharing meat and grains, and each tribe has a slightly different cuisine depending on what they grow or rear.


In Mizoram, the cooking can be rather bland but includes lentils, chicken, wild game, pork, bamboo shoots, local grape wine and a drink called ‘zu’ or ‘zu tea’ which is locally brewed rice beer. Arunachal Pradesh also has a bland cuisine eaten with the local rice beer called ‘apang’, whereas in Meghalaya rice and pork are often eaten with a spiced mix called ‘tungrymbai’ which has, amongst other ingredients, fermented soya beans, black sesame seeds and garlic.
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AYURVEDA IS NOT A ONE SIZE FITS ALL SYSTEM. ITS ADVICE ON NUTRITION TAKES INTO ACCOUNT A PERSON’S INDIVIDUAL CONSTITUTION AS WELL AS THEIR LIFESTYLE.


AYURVEDA


The basis of all Indian cookery is the ancient science of Ayurveda, the system of holistic healing which is the oldest known form of medicine. It was transcribed about 5,000 years ago by Himalayan sages who understood the value and health effects of the various herbs that grew around them.


Ayurveda believes that we can achieve optimum health by nourishing the ‘dhatus’ or the seven major kinds of tissues, both liquid and solid, including the blood, plasma, muscles, fat, bone, bone marrow and reproductive fluids, and by cleansing the body of ‘ama’ or the toxic waste that accumulates in the body due to poor digestion.


The Indian kitchen is therefore an apothecary which tends to the everyday health and wellbeing of a family. Daily food must be fresh, use healing spices and herbs such as turmeric and coriander and include a host of food groups. A traditional Indian meal is balanced so that there is always a carbohydrate, a protein-rich curry, fruit and vegetables and dairy in the form of yogurt, cheese or milk.


Ayurvedic wisdom is passed down the generations and children are often told to eat certain seasonal foods or food combinations that work well together. My grandmother would always make sure I had a cooling glass of milk or some yogurt if I’d eaten a mango, considered ‘heating’ in Ayurveda as it overstimulates the digestion, especially in the tropical summer heat. My children, although brought up in the West, know the benefit of ginger, honey and turmeric tea when nursing a cold. Indian recipes ensure healing ingredients are cooked in the best way to retain all of their goodness. Thus vegetables are lightly cooked to improve their digestibility (over raw vegetables) and basmati rice is sometimes dry-roasted for a few minutes before being boiled to make it lighter and easier to digest.


Ayurveda addresses individual nutritional needs and suggests eating foods that suit your own constitution or ‘dosha’. Each ‘dosha’ is created by the proportion and balance of the five elements – earth, fire, water, air and ether – in your body and therefore everyone will respond to foods in a unique way. The three doshas are Vata (governed by air and ether), Pitta (governed by fire and water) and Kapha (governed by water and earth). The core of a good Indian diet is one where you are aware of how your body reacts to various foods at different times, and you eat accordingly. Often two doshas can be present in a person at the same time or they can change according to the seasons. At times all the doshas combine in an individual making the constitution a balanced or ‘tridoshic’ one. It’s not always easy to follow an Ayurvedic diet but cooking simple meals with fresh, seasonal, varied ingredients that give you a sense of wellbeing is quite achievable.


SOME HEALING SPICES


Cinnamon – Lowers blood sugar, antioxidant


Garlic – Lowers cholesterol, anti-clotting


Ginger – Alleviates motion sickness and indigestion


Turmeric – Anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties


Chilli – Aids digestion


Asafoetida – Helps digestion and prevention of flatulence


Cumin – Aids digestion


Fennel – Eases colic


Coriander – Aids digestion; high in fibre and vitamin C






THE SIX TASTES


Ayurveda recognises six tastes: sweet, sour, salty, pungent, bitter and astringent. All foods and herbs are classified by taste. The taste of a food gives us the key to its actions upon the digestion, the body and ultimately our emotions and our sentiments. In Sanskrit, the word for taste and emotion is the same – ‘rasa’.


SWEET → Grains, lentils, fruit, vegetables, dairy. Sweet taste is also called neutral taste. This is to distinguish it from the idea of simple sugar or desserts. It includes proteins, carbs and fats, as well as most fruits and vegetables. About 90 per cent of food is of the sweet/neutral taste.


SOUR → Cheese, sour fruit, citrus fruit, yogurt, fermented foods, wine. Sour taste includes all foods that are aged, ripened, fermented or naturally acidic. They are considered to be partially pre-digested foods or digestive aids. Thus they help stimulate appetite. Too much sour can lead to blood toxicity, heartburn, acidity or itching.


SALTY → Sea plants, salt. Salty tastes stimulate the flow of saliva and the creation of hydrochloric acid in the stomach, thus aiding digestion. Too much salt disturbs the blood, leads to inflammation or fluid retention and overwhelms all the other senses.


PUNGENT → Cloves, chillies, garlic, onion. Pungent taste includes all foods and spices that are spicy, hot and sharp. The warming quality stimulates the digestive fire known as ‘agni’. It reduces fluids and has a cleansing action. Too much pungent food can lead to excessive heat, burning, dehydration, restlessness and irritability.


BITTER → Aubergine, spinach, leafy vegetables, turmeric. Bitter taste is considered balancing and healing and is an essential part of Indian cookery.


ASTRINGENT → Broccoli, pomegranate, quinoa, cranberry. This is the dry taste left in the mouth after a sip of black tea or dry white wine.


Balance Indian cookery aims to combine foods and herbs of all six tastes into a balanced whole. A well-rounded meal uses all six tastes in proportion.
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Home Cooking vs Restaurant Food


Eating out was not the norm for most Indians until a few years ago. With an extended family living under one roof, it was cheaper and more practical to eat at home than to go out to a restaurant. Today, nuclear families with less time find it easy to eat out but most people are aware that they will never be able to get ‘ghar ka khana’ or a taste of home, when they eat in a restaurant.


The biggest difference between home and restaurant food is that all home cooking is based on the principles of good health, with attention being paid not just to ingredients and their sourcing but also to their preparation (see Ayurveda). You hardly ever see the wonderful range of vegetables used in an Indian home on a restaurant menu. Eateries will often over-spice, over-salt and over-grease their dishes to make them taste good but this is not healthy in the long run. Home food is generally fresher and lighter in taste.


An Indian home-cooked meal is suitable for the entire family, including children and older relatives. Therefore most of it, except in some regions that rely heavily on the use of chillies, is moderately spiced. On the table you will find a small selection of pickles and chutneys – some hot, others sweet – that are used to personalise the meal and make it hotter or sweeter. Plain, cooling yogurt also features in most regional meals. It is a complete myth that all Indian food is searing hot.


Indian food is not generally divided into courses. Everything is served at the same time so that the meal is an exciting kaleidoscope of colour, texture, temperature and taste. Poppadums, so typically produced at the start of a meal in most restaurants around the world, provide an interesting contrast of texture and taste in an Indian home-cooked meal. Most restaurants will agree that they become a ‘first course’ to keep the guest busy while the meal is being prepared!


When you eat in an Indian home, you will be told that there is, for example, chicken curry or dal for dinner. No one says ‘we are having chicken tikka masala for dinner’. General names are enough to give the family an idea of what to expect at the table because recipes that have been used for years will be familiar. Restaurants, on the other hand, have names for dishes that are quite spectacular in their richness (‘Shahi Malai Paneer’ – Royal Creamy Paneer Cheese) and at so many restaurants and takeaways in the West, the classification of curries is based on the level of heat. A ‘Korma’ is supposedly mild, a ‘Madras’ is moderate and a ‘Vindaloo’ is fiery hot. This distinction neither takes into account regional influences nor core ingredients. This is a fusion British Raj cuisine where ingredients and cooking styles combine in a haphazard manner to create a style that has, thankfully, not permeated into Indian homes or indeed into restaurants in India.


MEALS IN AN INDIAN HOME


The kitchen in an Indian home is a busy one. Various meals or ingredients such as spice blends are prepared throughout the day. In the interest of hygiene in the blazing tropical heat, Indians prefer piping hot food over cold and don’t like eating leftovers, so fresh food is cooked on a daily basis.


Breakfast → The kitchen opens with the making of tea, popular in central or northern India, or coffee, usually in south India. In larger cities, people may rush off to work after a breakfast of toast and eggs but in most places, the main cook, who is often the lady of the house, will make a fresh, hot regional breakfast. In the south, this could be lentil and rice pancakes called ‘dosa’, in Maharashtra it could be savoury flaked rice called ‘Poha’ and in Punjab it could be a paratha.


Lunch → Many people in India, including school-going children and office workers, carry a packed lunch with them. This is often roti, a vegetable or meat curry, a vegetable side dish and yogurt, all of which have been freshly cooked that morning and can last in the tropical heat of India. In Mumbai, a unique lunchbox delivery system developed in 1890 has grown to become a godsend for those who prefer their daytime meal sent from home, for taste and hygiene reasons. Thousands of lunchboxes are collected from homes each morning and delivered to workplaces by midday using a coding system understood only by the delivery men. Growing up, I had a hot, fresh meal brought to my school every day by our home cook. I didn’t really think much of it then but what wouldn’t I give to have that luxury in London today!


Dinner → This is when the family eats together and the meal consists of rice or some form of Indian bread such as roti or paratha, curries and side dishes, always accompanied by yogurt. Desserts are not eaten every day, instead a piece of fruit such as a seasonal mango or the more readily available and cheaper banana will be served. Dinner in an Indian home is served later than in the West. As days are longer for most months of the year, families tend to eat at about 8pm, after members have returned from work and school.




SAMPLE MENUS
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South Indian breakfast
Dosa (fermented lentil and rice pancakes)
Sambhar (spiced lentils with vegetables)
Coconut Chutney
Coffee


Gujarati lunch
Rice
Dal with tamarind and coriander
Kobi Vatana Nu Shak (spiced cabbage and peas stir-fry)
Khandvi (soft gram flour rolls)
Yogurt


Punjabi dinner
Roti
Chicken Curry
Rajma (red kidney bean curry)
Aloo Gobi (potatoes with cauliflower)
Cucumber Raita (yogurt with cucumber)






COOKING FOR CHILDREN


People often ask me about how to introduce Indian foods (cooking) to children. It’s worth bearing in mind that children in India are brought up eating Indian food, and spices are introduced quite early. A light tea made with fennel seeds is fed to babies as young as a few months old. Soft-cooked rice is a popular weaning food and yogurt is mixed into this from when the baby is 8–9 months old. Children always indicate when they are ready to move on to the next stage of diet or skill. I fed my daughter, amongst other bland foods, a gentle mix of rice and yogurt until one day when she was just over a year old, I tried a little mildly spiced chicken curry. She loved it and has eaten spiced food ever since.


In every Indian home, children are offered mild dishes from whatever has been cooked for the family. As it is, home cooking in most parts of India is not very hot. There are no special ‘children’s meals’. For example, if the family is eating rice, a spicy fish curry, a mild dal and a mild cauliflower side dish, the child will be fed everything except the fish curry and may even be introduced to a bit of fish without the spicy sauce.


In my experience, it is a good idea to introduce young children early to a variety of foods as part of a natural way of family eating. Children as young as two enjoy rotis and as they get older will be happy to help cook them. Dosas or rice and lentil pancakes, idlis (steamed rice cakes), breads, rice, mild curries and vegetables are all suitable for children. Cumin, coriander and turmeric are mild spices and can be added to children’s meals for flavour rather than for heat.
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VEGETARIA NISM


Almost 85 per cent of Indians are Hindu and many are vegetarian all or some of the time due to religious reasons. Religious abstinence from non-vegetarian foods such as meat, poultry, fish and even eggs is common all over the country. However, not all Hindus are vegetarian, as caste and community also affects this choice. Most non-vegetarians will eat meat or fish a few times a week or just once a week, firstly because it is expensive and secondly because the choice of vegetables, lentils, beans and dairy products is so vast that there is a seemingly endless variety. 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 yogurt and beans that are an essential part of this diet are an extremely good source of protein.


India is 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 period 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 the practice of ‘ahimsa’ or non-violence and followed a vegetarian diet, regarding it, as well as advertising it, as superior to the older Brahminical ideas of animal sacrifice. Today, almost a third of India is vegetarian and most of these people are Hindu and Jain. Most Buddhists in India eat meat in the belief that this is allowed as long as they have not participated in the killing of the animal.


The availability of ingredients as well as Indians migrating and taking their food with them around the world has meant that Indian vegetarian food is more popular now than ever before.
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Quantities, Ingredients and Standardisation


It is often amusing to chefs not of Indian origin that at the heart of this cuisine there is no concept of standardisation! Ask an Indian cook for a recipe and you will hear the word ‘andaaz’ – which roughly means intuitive approximation. Most Indian cooks rely on their sense of sight, smell and hearing to decide what to put in the pan or when the dish is perfectly cooked. Having said that, quantities and proportion are vital when learning to cook and it can take years to perfect this intuitive ‘andaaz’!


The names of recipes are also vague enough that a cook can interpret them in whichever way he or she likes – keeping true, of course, to the ingredients and techniques of the region. ‘Saag Aloo’ literally means a leafy vegetable and potatoes. We know that it is a north Indian dish because the name is in Hindi and therefore the style of cooking (starting with the frying of onions) and ingredients used (a combination of onions, ginger, tomatoes and chillies) will be in the northern style. The same combination of vegetables may be called ‘Palak Batata nu Shak’ in Gujarat, in western India, and have mustard seeds, green chillies, ginger and even a bit of sugar. This shows the different possibilities of interpreting the same dish.


Due to the fact that not only regional diversity but also personal variations influence the cooking in an Indian home, there is no single ‘correct’ recipe for a particular dish. My friends from the Sindhi community make a tantalising curry using gram flour as the base for a selection of vegetables. I have been given at least six different recipes for the same dish and have come to realise that my own version is based on arriving at the taste that I prefer of all the ones I have eaten. This means, again, that many Indian cooks will use a recipe created in order to achieve a particular result, knowing full well that several interpretations, all probably correct, will exist.


It is also important to bear in mind that ingredients have changed over the last few decades. In some Western countries where the cold weather does not permit the adequate ripening of vegetables throughout the year, traditionally used Indian ingredients have to be adapted. I use tomato purée in many of my recipes as it is readily available in the West and can provide an instant depth of flavour. I find that it provides the intensity of colour and flavour that I’m trying to achieve, especially in the UK where tomatoes tend to be too watery.


Time constraints, the lack of the right equipment and the availability of prepared ingredients also influence how we cook. For example, in many homes in southern India, fresh coconuts are cracked open and shredded on a coconut scraper every single day to use in curries or as a garnish. In the West, if a curry calls for coconut this would be tedious without a scraper (a long sharp blade with a serrated disc attached to one end) and lack of practice. I have therefore substituted fresh coconut with readily available desiccated coconut wherever possible, used in the dry form or reconstituted by soaking it in warm water for 20 minutes or so.


In this book, I have written recipes for four people. If you need to double the recipe, it is worth noting that you DO NOT double the spices as this would make the dish too strongly flavoured. I tend to use one and a half times the spices. If the recipe is to be quadrupled, then double the spices, bearing in mind that you can always add a bit of spice at the end of cooking if the dish is too bland (chilli powder or garam masala) or pale (turmeric or chilli powder) and bring everything up to the boil to cook the spices.



Culinary Terms and Techniques


Good ingredients and spices are at the heart of Indian cooking but the right techniques are required to make them come alive in a flash of taste and texture. Considering that India has hundreds of languages, this list of culinary terms could be endless! I have used Hindi terms for the most part, as it is the most widely spoken Indian language in India.



DUM



Dum literally means steam. It is a technique where a pot is sealed with dough made from chapatti flour (atta) and water. A tight-fitting lid ensures that no steam can escape and all the flavour is retained in the dish. Often, this dish would be placed on coals and slow-cooked for a few hours. Hot coals would also be placed on the lid so that heat was provided from above as well as from below.


The ingredients would be partially cooked then sealed so that they became tender and the fat rose to the top. This was considered appetising by cooks of bygone years but modern tastes are moving towards lighter, less oily food.


In modern kitchens, this technique can be achieved in the oven, which provides even heat, whereby a dish is sealed with dough or with several layers of foil. Recipes for Dum Biryanis and some curries are cooked this way.



BAGHAR/ TADKA/ CHOWNK



There are several Indian words for this essential procedure of tempering foods. Spices or ingredients such as onions, garlic, ginger or chillies are cooked in hot oil to extract and develop their flavour. Tempering can be done at the beginning of cooking, where for example, spices and onions are cooked before adding cooked lentils to make Tarka Dal, or at the end when, for example, cumin seeds may be fried in oil and poured over a curry. The oil contains the aromatic oils extracted from the spices and becomes ‘flavoured’ itself.


BHUNA


This is a process of sautéing or stir-frying, usually in some fat, over a high heat that is reduced to medium when the ingredient has started to soften or brown. It is done at several stages of the cooking process and sometimes a little liquid – water, yogurt or tomato, for instance – is added to prevent ingredients such as spices from sticking. To start, the onions, ginger, garlic, etc., are stir-fried until they are well done. Next, the main ingredient such as meat or vegetables is stir-fried until it is sealed or partially cooked. Meat for a curry is not browned in batches as this can create a layer that prevents the spice flavours fully permeating it. Sealing it by bhuna ensures that the juices get locked in but the spices thoroughly flavour the meat.


After the stir-frying stage, liquid is added to finish off the cooking and create a sauce. In the West, many Indian takeaways sell a ‘bhuna’ which has come to mean a meat dish with little sauce that is medium-hot to spicy, although its cooking does begin with this ‘bhuna’ method.




Tips for Tadka


1 Although many cooks claim that the oil has to be smoking hot for a tadka to work, I encourage people to simply warm the oil over a high heat before adding spice seeds. This gives you control as you watch them pop or sizzle, change colour and develop an aroma. It also reduces the likelihood of them burning but if they do, you will have to discard them and start again.


2 Make sure that you have all your ingredients prepared. Oil can come up to temperature quite quickly, depending on the source, so keep spices, chopped onions, garlic and ginger next to the hob.


3 Ingredients are added in succession, depending on the time they take to cook. Spice seeds go in first, then onions and lastly tomatoes.


4 Pour the tempering along with the oil or ghee over finished dishes for extra flavour or where the main dish is not cooked (sometimes salads are finished with a warm tempering of spice seeds).
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DHUNGAR



This is a stovetop smoking method that is popular in north Indian Awadhi cookery.




YOU WILL NEED:


a small metal bowl


a small piece of coal


1 teaspoon ghee or oil





1 Place a small metal bowl in the centre of the pan which holds your cooked food, for example a curry, dal or kebabs.


2 Light the coal and when the initial thick smoke has died away and the coal has turned grey, place it in the bowl.


3 Pour the ghee over the coal. Cover the pan with a tight-fitting lid and seal for 2–3 minutes. The longer you leave it, the smokier your food will be, but I’d suggest a maximum of 10 minutes.


4 Lift the lid, remove the bowl of coal and serve the curry, dal or kebabs immediately.



TALNA



This is a deep- or shallow-frying technique, usually done in a karahi, a heavy, wok-shaped metallic pan.


To fry evenly, heat the oil until a piece of what is to be fried (perhaps a slice of onion or a drop of batter) can be added to the oil and it cooks quickly. A drop of batter will rise to the top in a few seconds. Heat regulation is critical during frying, as foods need to cook evenly, especially in the middle, without burning on the surface. For this, start off at a high heat then, when the food has sealed and started to colour, reduce the heat to medium until the right colour has been achieved.


CONDENSATION


When cooking dry dishes, especially vegetables, a clever but simple condensation technique is used in Indian home kitchens. This eliminates the need for adding cooking liquid to the pan which can dilute flavour and change the consistency of the dish.


Place a convex lid on the pan and fill the lid with a few tablespoons of cold water. As the vegetables heat up, the salt in the recipe draws out their juices which rise up as steam. This steam hits the inside of the lid, condenses and falls back into the pan providing a bit of moisture.



BOTI AND TIKKA



Both of these terms are used for cuts of meat or poultry. Boti generally refers to diced leg meat, which is the darker in colour in birds, and tikka is diced breast. You will find that tikka is usually associated with chicken and boti with lamb or mutton. Sometimes restaurants will use these terms loosely, variously calling diced, spiced, grilled meat, poultry or paneer cheese, boti, tikka or kebab.



MASALA



This is a general term to mean spice, a spice blend or a spiced curry paste. When a curry paste is made from fresh ingredients, such as coriander leaves or onions blended with water, vinegar, coconut milk etc., it is called a wet masala.


An example of a dry masala is the ever popular spice blend garam masala. The ‘curry powder’ sold in the West is not used by Indian cooks – it was a British Raj creation to loosely replicate Indian flavours. Each region of India, indeed every community, has its own spice blend and as such there are hundreds of ‘curry powders’, each distinct and unique, with specific names such as the southern ‘sambhar powder’ made from spices such as chilli and fenugreek or ‘goda masala’ made from cinnamon, poppy seeds and coconut in Maharashtra. Recipes are passed down the generations, with each cook making slight changes according to their own taste.


MUGHLAI COOKERY


This is a style of cooking developed in the imperial kitchens of India’s Muslim rulers of the Mughal dynasty. They ruled from Delhi and have influenced the cookery of north India. Recipes are rich with nuts, cream, dried fruit and spices. Meat and poultry are the stars here, as well as milky sweets flavoured with saffron and nuts.






CURRY


The word curry comes from the Tamil word ‘kari’ which means sauce or vegetable dish. To an Indian, curry is a dish that has gravy but to those not too familiar with the cuisine, any savoury dish that is cooked with spices or curry powder, whether it has a sauce or not, is curry. I have heard people refer to samosas as curry!


CONSISTENCY → A good curry should have the right consistency. Is it too thick or too watery? Some curries are meant to be thicker than others but they must always be moist enough to act as a sauce for the carbohydrate dishes such as rice or bread. Some foods, such as lentils, thicken upon keeping. Loosen them up with a splash of water before serving. If your curry is too thin, you can thicken it with a paste of fried onions or ground nuts, such as cashews or almonds, or with tomato purée.


COLOUR → Turmeric, chillies, tamarind and fresh coriander are some of the ingredients that add colour to a curry. These add flavour and aroma as well. Generally curries can be white (as in a Kashmiri yogurt-based yakhni), red (as in a makhani), yellow (as in many kormas) and green (as in a south Indian nilgiri).


OILS → 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 middle-class households use vegetable or sunflower oil. Ghee is also used but is increasingly reserved for festive dishes and desserts. Ghee is considered nutritious if eaten in moderation but it is best made at home from milk that comes from grass-fed cows.


Most recipes can be cooked in sunflower, vegetable, corn or rapeseed oil, all of which can be heated up to the high temperature required by most Indian cooking.


Curries are made in steps, almost like building blocks. The blocks can be moved around and rearranged in countless ways to give personalised recipes.
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HOW TO MAKE A BASIC CURRY
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Many Indian curries begin with onions. Some recipes need sliced ones and others require them to be finely diced. Indian onions are white, pink or purple and range from small to the size of a tennis ball. There are also the small pearl onions that are used in south Indian ‘sambhar’ or lentils. Most north Indian curries begin with the frying of onions. The onions used in most Indian recipes can be substituted with Spanish onions in the West. These are mild and juicy and add bulk as well as moisture.


ONIONS


The first step is to cut all your ingredients evenly – this will ensure even cooking. Peeling or chopping onions is never easy. In my cookery classes, this is the task that draws the most moans from participants because Indian cookery seems to need so many onions! I have found that the best way to lessen the crying is to put onions in the fridge for a little while before chopping them. This seems to stabilise the sulphur oils. Also, not disturbing the root too much helps – while slicing onions, cut off the root and while dicing, cut around it, discarding some of the flesh around it. When slicing onions, work along the grain or the fine lines that you see on the onion. This helps the slices to cook evenly.


The secret of many curries is to cook the onions well at the beginning. Some curries need the onions to be blended into a paste – I have found that cooking the onions first helps to bring out their flavour better than blending them and then cooking the paste. If you want colour in your curry, the onions will have to be shallow-fried. Start them over a high heat, sprinkling in a pinch of salt to hasten the cooking. When they begin to brown, reduce the heat to medium and continue cooking for 7–8 minutes until they are very soft and you can insert a knife into a piece of onion easily. In recipes where you do not want colour, the sliced onions can be boiled in just enough water to cover them.


When the onions are not to be puréed, cook them until soft but not as long as above because they will continue cooking with the rest of the ingredients.


It is best to store onions in a cool, dry, ventilated place, as any moisture will cause them to rot.
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GARLIC


The garlic one sees in the West is an oriental variety called elephant garlic, which is larger and milder than the small variety sold in India. This is why curries in the West are sometimes not as intense as the ones in India. However, this is not a bad thing – foods in the tropics need to be much higher in flavour to counteract the heat. This is also addressed by adding more salt to food in hot countries. Garlic has an unmistakable and pungent aroma. It has a flavour that is much stronger than that of onion. The scent has an undertone of sulphur, which is either loved or hated, as some people find its lingering smell distasteful. The taste can be quite sharp and biting and can increase the heat of a dish, so do take this into account when adding the other spices.


In India garlic is used in curries, marinades, chutneys, vegetable dishes, barbecued meats, pickles and countless other preparations. Each garlic clove is first peeled, and then the flesh can be chopped, grated or made into paste. Garlic can be eaten raw or cooked; when frying make sure that the oil is not too hot or the garlic will burn and taste acrid. A few garlic cloves, roughly bruised, fried in a little hot oil and poured into a curry can give it a real lift.



GINGER



Ginger is one of the most healing ingredients in the Indian kitchen. It is widely available in the West but depending on where the ginger has been grown, the taste will differ from the one grown in India, which is quite intense. Chinese ginger is more watery and therefore weaker in flavour. Ginger tea is said to soothe colds and coughs, is anti-inflammatory and stops motion sickness. The most healing part of ginger lies just beneath its skin. Choose pale, smooth, shiny ginger that can be scraped easily. Rather than peeling ginger, which will almost certainly take away that healing layer, scrape the top skin off with a small knife or a teaspoon.
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GINGER - GARLIC PASTE



The next step may well be adding the ginger and garlic. You can add chopped ginger and garlic if the mixture is going to be blitzed, or use paste if you already have some in the fridge. Garlic and ginger complement each other and are often used together.


1 part ginger, scraped and chopped


2 parts garlic, chopped (by volume)


1 Combine the ginger and garlic. If making a small amount, you can grate both or crush them in a mortar and pestle. You don’t need to discard the green ‘soul’ from the centre of the garlic; it is edible and any bitterness it has will add to the balance of flavours in the entire dish.


2 If making a larger amount, blitz the peeled and chopped ginger and garlic in a blender along with a little water to turn the blades and make a smooth purée.


3 You can store this paste in the fridge or freezer. Put it into a clean jar, top it up with oil (any cooking oil) and put it in the fridge. You can use this for up to 3 weeks. You will find that the oil layer may decrease with each scoop of paste used – just top up as necessary.


4 To freeze the paste, either put it into ice-cube trays, cover it with clingfilm and store for 3 months or put it into a freezer bag, lay this on a metal tray and freeze it flat. It becomes quite brittle and you can break off as much as you need for each recipe. While ginger-garlic cubes need thawing, the bits broken off from a flat sheet can be added directly to the pan.



TOMATOES



Often, a north Indian curry will have tomatoes. In season you can use fresh ones but in many recipes where I require depth and colour, I use tomato purée or canned tomatoes. Indian tomatoes are brighter red and more intense in taste so in many of my recipes, I have used tomato purée to recreate this depth of colour and flavour.


BLENDING


The mixture can then be blitzed in a blender to make a curry paste. You will need to add water to help turn the blades – begin by adding just enough to cover the mixture. Pour in more water, a little at a time, until you get a smooth purée.



SALT



My recipes don’t give the amount of salt needed as individual tastes vary. You will need to salt your food as it is essential to create a balance of the six tastes. If you find that something is missing in the final dish, and it does not taste quite finished, it is probably salt and not more spices. Use good-quality sea salt and you’ll find that it is not easy to exceed recommended daily allowances if you cook your food from scratch. It is the salt in processed foods that is the real hidden danger.
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Planning a meal


Given that the repertoire of Indian cooking is so vast and that regional differences make choosing very difficult, keeping the meal simple is vital. In many Indian homes an everyday meal has 3–4 dishes including rice and/or chapattis, a meat or vegetable curry and lentils that are served with yogurt, salad and pickle. In Indian homes outside of India, meals tend to be simpler as families are smaller and there is no household help.


An easy way to plan a meal is to think of the food groups, taste, colour, texture and temperature.


FOOD GROUPS


Begin by choosing a rice and/or a bread. Indians will commonly have plain boiled rice as it acts as a neutral backdrop for the flavour in all the other dishes. Add a protein such as a chicken, fish or meat curry or choose a vegetarian lentil, bean, pulse or dairy one.


A salad or vegetable side dish will add fibre.


Taste → A balanced meal should have all the six tastes. An Indian home meal is not always spicy hot – this depends on the region – but is generally suitable for the children and elders of the house. A range of pickles and relishes is served with the meal so that diners can personalise their meal.


Colour → An attractive plate should be colourful and healthy. Bring in colour with fresh vegetables and spices. It is easy to add a golden hue to rice by adding a pinch of turmeric or to add a fresh green salad to a curry and rice meal.


Texture → Bring in contrasts such as grainy, smooth, chewy or crisp. An Indian meal does not have courses and each component adds a different texture to create interest with each mouthful. Poppadums are served as part of the main meal to add a crisp element.


Temperature → Most Indian meals are served hot. However, yogurt in some form is also served in every part of the country. This adds a temperature variation, cools the palate and aids digestion. In the south, a meal ends with some yogurt and rice whereas in the north, yogurt flavoured with spices adds a cool contrast. Indians prefer homemade yogurt and set a pot of it daily using the live cultures from the previous pot.



WHAT TO DRINK WITH A MEAL


Almost every Indian home will serve water with a meal. Alcohol is not widely consumed and if it is, it will be drunk before the meal rather than with it. India has a wide variety of beverages made of yogurt, milk, herbs, spices, fruit and vegetables but these are drunk through the day to quench thirst and to stave off the tropical heat rather than with a meal.


Sometimes a meal may end with a digestive drink such as buttermilk. Tea or coffee to finish is more of a restaurant concept than something you wouldd see in an Indian home.


Some restaurants in India, and outside, serve a variety of beers and wines, both Indian and international.



MENUS FOR ENTERTAINING


Festive and party menus will often demonstrate how much time the cook has spent in the kitchen by presenting a spread of up to 20 different dishes. Special ingredients such as nuts, saffron, meat, poultry, fish or cream will also feature but the sheer variety that is cooked makes the meal special. The food at weddings is second only in importance to the bridal couple and each family vies with the other to offer an increasing number of exotic dishes.


Festivals are associated with certain foods and each Hindu god has their own favourite, which is cooked on their special day. The Hindu god Ganesh loves coconut and jaggery sweets called ‘modak’ and these are made each year only during the Ganesh festival.


Religious ‘fasts’ are equally important, although this does not always mean a complete abstinence from food. A special ‘fasting’ cuisine has developed with dishes that can include ingredients such as potatoes, sago, nuts, fruit and dairy, all considered ‘sattvik’ or calming to the body and mind.
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Equipment


If you have been cooking for some time, you will probably have all the equipment needed to make an Indian meal. Most Indian cooks swear by cooking on gas and all over India, food is cooked this way or on wood or coal fires, so kitchen equipment is designed to suit these forms of cooking.


Knives A sharp chef’s knife that can mince garlic, finely slice onions or chop fresh coriander to fine shreds is invaluable. Make sure to keep it sharpened. A sharp knife is much safer than a blunt one as you’ll use far less pressure to chop ingredients and therefore there is less risk of the knife slipping and injuring you.


Chopping boards I use polyethylene plastic as it can go into the dishwasher, is non-porous and therefore does not hold on to smells such as onion or garlic. Wooden boards are long-lasting but will need regular sanitising with a kitchen-safe cleaner and proper drying so that they do not become mouldy. I know that some cooks regularly oil their wooden boards. Glass or marble chopping boards will dull the blade of your knife. It’s a good idea to have a small selection of coloured boards. My kitchen has green and brown for vegetarian food preparation, red for raw meat and blue for raw fish.


Utensils You’ll need a peeler, grater, a spatula and a reasonable number of wooden or silicone spoons, some slotted and others plain. Ladles are used to scoop up curries and lentil dishes.


Most Indian breads are rolled out, so you will need a rolling pin. A traditional Indian rolling pin is slimmer than a Western one and comes with a round rolling board which acts as a guide to get the chapattis round as you roll them. The pin itself is tapered and light which allows you to put just enough pressure and not too much, dusting flour to roll the chapatti into an even shape without making it stick to the surface.


Pans The pan you use will affect the final consistency of your dish. If you cook a curry in a frying pan, there will be more evaporation than in a saucepan and therefore you will have a thicker sauce and may need to add a bit of water during cooking to prevent the food from sticking to the bottom of the pan. I tend to use a frying pan for recipes with shorter cooking times – up to 30 minutes – or for ‘drier’ dishes such as stir-fries, and a saucepan for recipes with meat or lentils that take longer or those that are cooked in liquid, such as curries.


A few good frying pans will be enough – I use a 30cm one for a curry for four people and you’ll find that a 25cm one can be used for smaller portions. A little 15cm pan can be used for that all-important technique called ‘tadka’, where spice seeds are fried in hot oil and poured over the main dish. Indian kitchens have a baby karahi, a small round bowl that sits safely on a gas hob.


Good non-stick pans work well for quick cooking and for ‘dry’ dishes such as vegetable stir-fried ‘subji’ and iron skillets can help seal and brown foods like fish or onions. Lids reduce the cooking times of foods by sealing in the heat and also avoid evaporation of liquid.


Heavy stainless-steel or non-stick 3-litre saucepans can be used for curries, rice dishes and lentils. Choose one with a lid as this can increase pressure within the pan, seal in juices otherwise lost by evaporation and reduce cooking times.


Blender/mortar and pestle In the days before blenders, people used grinding stones. These are flat stone slabs with a heavy, rounded grinding stone that are still used in some parts of India. Stoneground curry pastes are more concentrated as they use less water to achieve a very fine purée than do electric blenders. Most modern kitchens will have a powerful electric blender and these have various attachments for dry and wet grinding and can pulverise the hardest spices to a fine, soft powder or make smooth curry pastes. If buying a blender, choose one that’s over 500W as you’ll get a finer product as the wattage goes higher. Indian restaurants usually have 1000W professional blenders.
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