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Preface

			As an Indian American lifelong vegetarian—and part-time vegan for many years—I have amassed a lifetime of plant-based dishes that are nourishing and satisfying. Developing my home cooking habits into researched, polished recipes has brought me closer to my heritage, and taught me more about Indian culinary history than I ever imagined knowing.

			My mother cooked every day for our family when I was growing up, Indian food, often with an inventive twist on it. We would try new dishes at family friends’ homes or in restaurants, and she would come home and re-create them from taste alone. Her own mother, my nani (grandmother), was the same way. Whenever I visited Delhi as a child, I begged for pasta, and my grandma swiftly taught herself to make noodles from scratch—despite never seeing a recipe. My mom’s and nani’s creativity in the kitchen always pushed me to see what dishes I could create using the ingredients around me.

			As a Northern California girl, fresh seasonal produce is the centerpiece of my life and culinary habits. When I was young, my family took trips to the Sunday morning farmers market in place of regular grocery store visits—it reminded my parents of sorting through vegetables at roadside stalls in Delhi. During my mid-college trips home for holidays, my dad and I spent hours “fruit shopping,” which entails exactly what it sounds like: patiently smelling, feeling, and picking the absolute best summer stone fruit or winter squashes. Family road trips across the West Coast included regular pit stops at roadside fruit stalls, Memorial Day weekends were blocked off for family cherry picking, and visits to my great-aunt’s house in the East Bay always ended in me raiding her fig tree.

			When I was younger, my mom allowed my brother and me to tinker with cocktail samosas and cheese boards for her dinner parties, but she eventually brought us in for full-on menu planning. After leaving home and my mom’s well-stocked fridge, I longed to fill a kitchen of my own. As I reached adulthood, my love for cooking and for fresh varieties of produce only grew. Years of playing host next to my mom trained me for what would become my current passion: hosting supper clubs in my cozy, light-filled Victorian San Francisco apartment. My first apartment was not big, but we managed to fit in an eight-person dining table, where my vegan roommates and I would host elaborate meals of ratatouille and tofu bourguignon. I still own that dining table, and all these years later it has seen hundreds of dinner parties and endless conversation.

			From my loving relationship with grocery shopping to the produce-heavy diet of Indian cuisine, my life has been defined by fresh, beautiful, creative food, and my goal for this book is to share that. Along the way, conducting research for these recipes rewarded me with reminders of my past and a foreshadowing of my future. I can now replay digital voice memos from my great-aunts explaining how to make a specific mango pickle that I cannot find anywhere online. And should I ever feel bored in the kitchen, I know to reread handwritten Hindi letters from extended family, complete with a twenty-one-ingredient list to make “flavored salt”—a recipe I have still not been able to re-create. I cherish my mother’s recipe-turned-poem that describes how she makes her kheer (rice pudding), with romantic visions in each step. Now this book rests in your hands, on your coffee table or shelf, and my final reward will be the memories you make with the recipes inside of it.

			Between California produce, countless Hindi translations, and decades of making Indian food, this book came to life. Each recipe will equip you with straightforward skills to make plant-based Indian dishes, with both deep insight and love for the cuisine. I hope you enjoy learning to cook the way I do.

			Srishti Jain
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Introduction

			Across all corners of India, you will find dinner tables set with rich legume stews, turmeric-coated vegetables, rice, flatbreads, and crunchy salads. Street food vendors sauce mouthwatering fritters with tangy tamarind and herb chutneys. Modern restaurants serve lentil curries simmered for upwards of twenty-four hours. Indian-Chinese fusion dishes revamp noodles and tofu with chiles and honey. Indian cuisine has no shortage of techniques to diversify the texture and taste of plant-based dishes: You can use cashews to thicken sauces, fry lentils in a batter until crisp, and adorn rice with jewel-like peas and carrots. This variety of vegetarian cuisine is unexplored by many—not to mention the range of vegan Indian dishes, which are even more untapped.

			Plant-based proteins and Indian cooking have always gone hand in hand. With almost half of the nation relying on vegetable-heavy diets, vegan traditions and recipes are abundant across the country. A vast majority of Indian food culture stems from Hinduism and Jainism, two leading religious identities that prohibit animal consumption and harm to animals. This gave rise to the plant-based expertise behind Indian recipes—many of them are already inherently vegan, no substitutions needed. Because animal-free eating has existed in South Asia for so long, an array of plant-based proteins, such as lentils, tofu, and beans, are employed in dishes in myriad ways. Farming and climate conditions dictate the local cuisines across India’s vast geography; the country’s twenty-eight states and seemingly infinite culinary traditions leave no vegetable nor lentil unexplored. Rajasthan’s dry, arid farmland lends itself to growing pulses, resulting in a variety of dishes based on besan (chickpea flour). North India relies on wheat as the primary grain, and mills fine whole wheat flour to make thin flatbreads like rotis and flaky parathas (pan-fried laminated breads). The South of India tells a different story—because of rain patterns, Southern Indians have traditionally had more access to rice. An abundance of lush paddies in Tamil Nadu and Kerala has allowed creative uses of rice in fermented batters and steamed savory cakes to soak up sauces and curries. The wet climate encourages fragrant spices to grow and be used to intricately decorate simple recipes; dried curry leaves and mustard seeds are abundant, fried together in hot oil to perfume daals with their aroma. Even with these regional specialties, legumes, rice, and fresh vegetables remain ubiquitous across the country.

			Legumes are a staple in Desi (immigrant Indian) households, whether they are used in thick, saucy curries and daals (lentil stews) or cooked dry and tossed with lemon and chutney for chaat (street food). Kidney beans, chickpeas, and peas are used whole or split in stews, and also ground into flours. Indian farmers cultivated lentils as early as 2800 BCE, and households have always cooked daal with a recipe similar to what is common today. Legumes spread as ideal crops because they do not need much water and are self-pollinating—a plant-based protein source to be eaten by many. Centuries of culinary tradition engendered infinite uses of legumes, from soups to crepes to sweet puddings. The key to mastering legumes is to make a simple curry: Go-To Lentil Curry introduces you to cooking smaller legumes quickly, until they become creamy and absorb warm spices like turmeric, cumin, and coriander. All-Day Chickpea Curry guides you through the magic of cooking a heartier bean like the chickpea slowly and on low heat until it becomes soft and the skin is falling off. Once you master cooking these legumes, you can start harnessing other delicious—and no less simple—forms. Chile “Cheese” Lentil Pancakes turn ground lentils into a batter to make savory pancakes that you can eat for breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Garlic and Leek Lentil Fritters teaches you how to make crunchy vegetable fritters coated in a lentil-based batter. Combining besan (a gluten-free flour made from ground dried chickpeas) and water instantly creates a thick batter for coating and frying any vegetable into a quick and crispy snack.

			Indian recipes will teach you to treat each vegetable with distinct care. Sabzis (vegetable stir-fries) turn complicated vegetables like eggplant and okra into tender vessels of aromatics and spice. The formula of most sabzis calls for sautéing a base of alliums and spices, then coating and cooking a vegetable in it—an inherently vegan process that is the norm in Indian households. However simple sabzis may be, Indian culinary traditions know no limit to intricate vegetable recipes beyond just sautéing them in a pan. In Spinach with Whole Roasted Cauliflower, a whole cauliflower head is roasted until it is falling apart and ready to be mixed into a cooked spinach curry. Rasam Cabbage Rolls use cabbage as a wrapper for a lentil and rice stuffing. The more you repeat stuffing, battering, and stir-frying each vegetable, the greater your understanding will be of how tender or crispy each piece of produce should be.

			In addition to a rainbow of vegetables and legumes, Indian cooking equally celebrates grains that don’t often show up in Western cooking but are easy to master making. Poha (flattened rice), upma (ground semolina, like Cream of Wheat), and dalia (cracked wheat) are just a few of the grains you will encounter. Savory oatmeal and saucy grits are nothing new to Indian breakfast lovers. These cereals provide a variety of textures that show how Indians have artfully created countless dishes without meat or dairy for centuries. Semolina is used in dry porridges like Braised Spring Pea– Semolina Porridge and also in sweet, creamy puddings like kheer. Rice is one of the most common grains, and is found on the table next to daals and sabzis to provide a cooling and neutral canvas to contrast with the spices of these mains. Rice can also be used in biryani, dotted with dried fruits, nuts, and vegetables, to make it a hearty main. Atta, the fine whole wheat flour used to make rotis (thin wheat flatbreads) is yet another grain product abundant in India. Alongside rice you will find rotis, ready to scoop up vegetables and dip into curry.

			Mass migrations from India to the United States starting in the 1980s led to heavy American influences on Indian dishes. California is home to the largest population of Indian immigrants in the United States. In the 1980s, it was not easy to find niche Indian vegetables in suburban US grocery stores, so Indian restaurants would make modifications to traditional dishes. Sautéing zucchini instead of bottle gourd squash into sambar (lentil stew) or wilting spinach in place of mustard greens for palak (greens curry) became the norm. Some of these vegan recipes pay homage to the melting pot of flavors born from cooking American produce with an Indian flair.

			With these recipes, you’ll learn to make modern but authentic plant-based South Asian dishes. Similarly, you will learn how to treat vegetables and grains in ways that you can apply universally. With each battered pakora or pickled onion you make, you are equipped with a new method for transforming your vegetables into creative Indian-inspired dishes. After the tenth time you reach for your masala dabba (spice box), you will have built an innate understanding of how to layer spices and salt within any type of dish. The more vegetables you cook with, the more familiar you will become with their different textures, and you can then feel confident substituting produce based on what is in season. Steaming perfectly fluffy rice every time becomes muscle memory. Every recipe equips you with foundational tips and tricks so you can learn the rules and then break them. As you repeat the techniques and traditions, you will be equipped to take your own liberties, too.

			Indian recipes are not traditionally written—measurements are estimated and techniques are passed down orally. Eastern chefs rely on intuition, which is difficult to teach or write down, but is cultivated over years of exposure to cooking. Use this book like a musical instrument—practice the recipes, then start to make them without checking the book as often. Add your own flair using the ingredients that are most accessible to you. Taste and adjust the quantities of spices to see how the flavors of your dish change. Indian food represents centuries’ worth of traditions, and with the right intentions, you will continue shaping it.



	

			
Keep Your Kitchen Stocked

			An Indian pantry brims with whole and ground spices, stocks of dried legumes and pulses, and flours of all types. Keep these and other basic ingredients handy to simplify your cooking—having onions, tomatoes, garlic, and ginger around will allow you to start any main dish. Having at least one type of lentil or bean automatically sets you up for dinner. Keep your pantry full to be ready for any Indian dish you crave. See Resources, to find ingredients you can’t source from a local Indian, South Asian, or regular grocery.

			SPICES

			Salt

			Table salt’s fine granules dissolve quickly and evenly into curries and on vegetables. It is especially “salty” because of how small the granules are—1 teaspoon of this salt will add more salt flavor than the same volume of the coarser grains of kosher salt. If using salt with larger grains, opt for using 1½ times the volume of table salt.

			Garam Masala

			Garam masala is the soul of Indian cooking. With its blend of cinnamon, cardamom, cloves, cumin, and coriander, this spice blend adds a warm depth to both savory and sweet dishes. Making your own Garam Masala will result in the freshest and most impactful flavor.

			Red Chili Powder

			Most Indian households have their own preference for which red chili powder they like. Kashmiri red chili powder is known for its vibrant scarlet hue and mild taste, but the blend found in most Indian stores, simply labeled “red chili powder,” adds a spice even greater than cayenne, so use it sparingly.

			Ground Turmeric 

			The golden hue and health benefits of turmeric are what make it so popular in South Asian cuisine. It’s used in grains, stews, and vegetables; turmeric blends well into most dishes. Beyond its vibrant color, this spice imparts a subtle earthiness to your recipes. A little goes a long way with turmeric and its woody, peppery taste.

			
GROUND CORIANDER POWDER

			Coriander powder is made by grinding cilantro seeds. It offers a gentle citrusy undertone and a hint of sweetness. The versatile spice contributes a subtle herbaceous and earthy essence to dishes. Most commonly used for lentils and vegetable dishes, dried coriander powder complements the warmth of other spices like turmeric and cumin.

			Cumin

			Cumin takes the form of both seeds and powder (ground) in Indian cooking. Both possess a warm, earthy flavor and a subtle peppery undertone. Seeds are used when the texture and pungent notes of cumin flavor are wanted, such as when coating roasted potatoes or grilled okra. Ground cumin imparts a more uniform flavor to sauces or curries. Most recipes using the seeds call for toasting the spice in hot oil to release its flavor.

			Black Mustard Seeds

			These small, round seeds have a distinct sharpness and heat, along with a slightly bitter undertone. Dishes are often finished with a tempering of mustard seeds in hot oil to crisp them and release their aroma before adding them to bowls of simmered lentils or saucy tofu.

			Cardamom

			Cardamom is distinctly floral and is often paired with other warm and sweet spices. Whole green cardamom pods are most commonly used in Indian dishes—they have the freshest aroma and taste. These small, aromatic pods contain notes of citrus, mint, and herbal undertones that pair well with both sweet and savory dishes.

			Kala Namak

			Kala namak (black salt) is a type of rock salt known for its sulfurous, eggy scent and taste. This unique flavor profile makes it a popular ingredient in various traditional dishes, particularly in vegan and vegetarian cuisines, where it is used to mimic the flavor of eggs. It also adds a subtle smoky note to savory dishes.

			Amchoor

			Amchoor (dried mango powder) adds sourness and tang to many dishes—it mimics the flavor of lemon juice while also lending umaminess, much like a tomato. It is made from unripe (green) mangoes. 

			PANTRY

			Pulses

			The variety of pulses in South Asian pantries ranges from small red lentils to large chickpeas and lima beans. Lentils are commonly cooked to make daal (lentil stew), but also are sometimes used raw to make batter for cheelas (lentil pancakes) and piyajus (lentil fritters). Beans are cooked for hours and absorb spices well, making them common contenders for curries. (For more information, see The Daal Glossary.)

			
Rice

			Basmati is the most popular rice used in Indian cuisine, lauded for its floral fragrance and lack of starch. When cooked, the long grains remain separate and fluffy, contributing to a light and airy texture that works well with thick and heavy curries.

			Cashews

			Besides adding a crunch to some desserts, the high fat content of cashews make them ideal to impart a creaminess to curries. Cashew cream, made from blending softened raw cashews with water, is commonly used to thicken and mellow tomato-heavy dishes. Buy whole or halved raw cashews.

			Semolina

			Semolina, coarsely ground durum wheat, is used for breads, porridges, and fluffy puddings. Opt for whole semolina grains (sooji) rather than ground flour—the granular texture is what gives a depth to dishes like upma; it works well with nuts and fruits in kheer and halwa.

			Besan

			Besan, also known as gram flour or chickpea flour, is a versatile gluten-free flour ground from chickpeas or chana daal (split chickpeas). It is used for its distinct nutty and earthy taste. When fried, it becomes crisper than all-purpose flour, making it ideal for fritters and pancakes. 

			Atta

			Atta is a type of whole wheat flour made from grinding whole wheat grains, including the bran and germ, resulting in a flour that retains more nutrients compared to refined wheat flour. Atta is finer than traditional whole wheat flour, resulting in an airy texture when cooked. Its nutritional value, hearty flavor, and slight sweetness make it great for Indian flatbreads and unleavened breads like roti and paratha.

			Oil

			Because Indian food relies so heavily on spices to impart flavors into dishes, neutral oils such as canola, avocado, and vegetable (soybean) are used most often to create a plain base to work on top of. Olive oil also works well with vegetables that benefit from the nuttiness when roasted.

			Jaggery

			Jaggery, or coconut palm sugar, has a molasses-like taste reminiscent of toffee. It can be found in the form of a block, cubes, or sometimes powder. Opt for the powder or cubes, as they are easier to measure and use.

			Sev

			Sev are thin, salty fried chickpea-flour noodles common in Indian snack food pantries. They can be eaten plain, and they work well as a crunchy and salty topping for salads and street food. Sev is the crunchy, savory partner to a cup of sweet chai.

			
FRIDGE

			Cilantro

			Cilantro leaves are the most common garnish for South Asian mains. Because curries and sabzis tend to be full of warming spices, cilantro relieves them with a fresh herbaceousness that balances most dishes. Keep a bunch in your fridge to cut the spice of daals and chole.

			Firm Tofu

			Tofu’s spongy texture makes it the best candidate to absorb tangy marinades and rich curry bases. Tofu is a great substitute for paneer, a sturdy fresh Indian cheese often found in stews and stir-fries. Similar in texture and flavor, tofu has the ability to absorb any spices it’s coated in and provide a neutral base.

			Tamarind Paste

			Sourced from tamarind fruit, this convenient paste concentrates the sweet and sour flesh into a seedless, ready-to-use ingredient for tangy chutneys and soups. An Indian grocery store often has dried or concentrated tamarind, as well as whole pods, but the paste is easiest to work with because it mixes evenly in sauces and stews.

			Tomatoes

			Tomatoes serve as the base for many curries, providing a sourness and umami that complement creamy lentils and a texture that easily coats porous vegetables. Roma tomatoes are commonly used for vegetable and lentil dishes, while juicy heirloom tomatoes add a fresh bite to salads and cherry tomatoes lend their sweetness to chutneys and chaat.

			Ginger

			The slight spice and sweetness of ginger add an unexpected kick to both savory dishes and desserts. Fresh ginger also has a cooling quality similar to mint that brings down the warming tastes of cardamom and cinnamon.

			Garlic

			As in other cuisines, garlic lends its pungent aroma to Indian dishes and breaks down with tomatoes and onions to create a flavor base. This base is the foundation of all daals and curries. Peel garlic easily by slicing off the hard end and lightly smashing the cloves with the flat side of your knife. The peel should flake right off.

			Red Onion

			The sharpness of red onion serves as the foundation for many mains. When sautéed, the onion breaks down to add a sweet flavor needed to enhance vegetables and soup.

			Fresh CHILE Peppers

			Green chile peppers like jalapeños and Thai chiles are always on hand in an Indian kitchen to add brightness and spice. If you are worried about making your dish too spicy, deseed the chile pepper before using it.
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