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			It’s easy (well, not entirely true) for me as a teacher to stand before an audience and cook away, expounding on all the intricacies of Indian cooking, as I chop, stir, stew, and bake my creations with spicy panache. Truth be told, it’s the planning and work that have transpired days before that get me to that performance kitchen to entertain and educate. So why would writing a book be any different? 


			Two key women formulated the course that got my attention: my brilliant, savvy, and knowledgeable agent who has been a champion and friend for all my projects, Jane Dystel. My editor, Suzanne Rafer, who, in my not-so-humble opinion, is the mother of all editors—kind, patient, insightful, and with a keen eye for detail. Any writer would kill to work with her. And I am honored to call her a friend. None of this would have been possible if it weren’t for the two visionaries at Workman, the incomparable Peter Workman himself and the charming Bob Miller.


			So recipe writing and testing is underway and you need a bevy of volunteers (did I say you do not get to be a millionaire writing cookbooks?) to test, taste, and critique. Katherine Kunst and Edith Pfeifer List spent some quality time with them and turned in helpful observations. A circle of friends crawl out of the woodwork just in time for dinner claiming to be experts—Dr. Jeffrey Mandel, R.J. (Molu) and Tara Singh, Raymond and Terra Vaughn, Jiten and Jennifer Gori, Ben and Zaidee Martin. So many of my colleagues and friends egg me on—Jim Dodge, Mary Evans, Meredith Deeds, Lee Dean, Paulette Mitchell, Nathan Fong, Lynne Rossetto Kasper, Beth Dooley, Sara Monick, Phyllis Louise Harris, Dorothy Long Sandercock, Leah Mann, Ellen Pruden, Ron Longe, David Joachim, Sharon Sanders, Crescent Dragonwagon, Diane Morgan, and so many more. 


			Now comes the part when you need someone who is meticulous, once you turn in your manuscript, to copyedit and double-check every line. You need Barbara Mateer and Carol White. Once the words are put in place, how do you make them come alive? Bring in the dazzling Jean-Marc Troadec (bien sûr, he is French), designer extraordinaire to shape the pages and splash colors that are vivid, warm, and downright sensuous. He had some great material to work with in terms of photography. Photo Director Anne Kerman orchestrated it all and brought in the amazing (and very pregnant) Lucy Schaeffer to shoot the photos. And wow, did she perform! You just want to eat the pages! And yes, she delivered a beautiful baby girl (not during the shoot!), who is off the cute charts, as well. The one who made the recipes (they worked just fine, thank you very much) and fussed over the dishes for the camera was dashing and masterful food stylist Simon Andrews, ably assisted by Idan Bitton (who was a great stand-in for the author shot—much better than I). Prop stylist Sara Abalan had an eye (well, two) for grabbing the right stuff to make the food sing. Let’s not forget assistant editor Erin Klabunde’s ability to hold all the strings in place and the work put in by Production Manager Doug Wolff and the typesetting department, Barbara Peragine and Jarrod Dyer. You think indexing would be a piece of cake; well think again, you are sadly mistaken—just ask Cathy Dorsey, who really knows what it takes—it can make or break a book! 


			All this work is fine and dandy but if it does not get the appropriate exposure, you might as well call it quits. No one will know to take that class. So in walks Executive Publicity Director Selina Meere and publicist John Jenkinson to get the job done, as did so many of my other friends at Workman. My friends and partners in my spice line (okay, time for a shameless plug—turmerictrail.com), Jennifer Leuck and Beth Gillies, who also operate a successful PR agency, pitched in. Soon word gets around and everyone wants to get in (okay, it’s my fantasy). 


			So to all who came to class, learned, provided feedback, and left with a full belly—thank you for your support over the years. I learned as much from you as I was able to teach. Unfold this journey with me and savor the moments. You can reach me through my website, raghavaniyer.com, email me at Raghavan@raghavaniyer.com, follow me on Twitter (@660Curries), or friend me on Facebook (raghavan.iyer)—would love to chat. 


	

			Chapter 1


			The Easy Breezy Indian
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			I was still exhausted from the twenty-four-hour flight as the car driven by a family friend made its way through the cornfields of southwestern Minnesota. It was the fall of 1982 and my second day in the United States. Lost in numbed thought, I was beginning to fully understand that I was alone and for the first time away from my familiar life in Mumbai. Panic washed over me as the white station wagon approached the small town of Marshall, and the four-story buildings of the university campus towered above the flat fields. What was I doing here? What was I going to do for meals? My dormitory arrangements did not include a meal plan. It quickly became obvious to me that this town would not have restaurants that served the food I was accustomed to, especially since I was, like many Indians, a sucker for spice. Why hadn’t I heeded my sister’s advice to learn at least the basics of cooking my childhood favorites?


			An hour later, standing amid the clutter of my large suitcases in the small dorm room, I pried open a window to watch my friend drive away. I had known that leaving home would be the start of a journey, but the whiff of the chilled autumn breeze carrying the fresh-mowed-grass smell of harvested corn mixed with the acrid odor of pig farms offered no clue to the culinary odyssey ahead of me.


			The first meals I conjured up in my dormitory’s kitchen were pitifully pathetic. I was uneasy, but took some comfort in the contents of a white rectangular tin with green and red letters that spelled “Curry Powder” as I added it to overboiled, nutritionally devoid vegetables. Another aid was the bottle of red pepper flakes that accompanied me to restaurants. I pulled it out to perk up everything from mashed potatoes to macaroni and cheese—embarrassing my dinner companions. In the neighborhood’s supermarket I found no traces of black mustard seeds, chiles, or bunches of fresh coriander leaves (called cilantro in this country, I later learned), indispensable ingredients in many of the dishes I had come to love during my childhood in Mumbai. However I discovered potatoes, onions, tomatoes, and corn were abundant and so were yellow mustard seeds (used in the ground form along with turmeric in the Western culture’s production of prepared mustard), green and yellow split peas (to make split pea soup with ham hocks), ground red (cayenne) pepper (used in minimal quantities to spike deviled eggs), and parsley (the quintessential herb in providing a sprig of spring green to umpteen plates as garnish).


			Without realizing it, I was learning to use readily available ingredients to create spicing techniques that brought assertive flavors into my new Midwestern American home kitchen. My education and expertise in the culinary field flourished, and I learned that in fact the everyday grocery store stock did include many of the ingredients I was familiar with from my upbringing. What struck me as being ironic was that I, an Indian by nationality, was learning to cook the Indian way in a foreign land. Like Americans, I was experiencing firsthand the challenges Americans face in trying to procure distinctive ethnic ingredients. My task was to create the complexity of the Indian flavors I craved by using what I could find in a mainstream grocery store, eliminating the need to locate an Indian store, in person or virtually. Could it be done? The answer is an unequivocally simple “yes.” And that’s what this cookbook is all about.


			Enjoy This Book


			Indian Cooking Unfolded presents my system for learning to cook Indian food in one hundred basic recipes, divided among eight chapters. Think of each chapter as a course. In fact, it’s a course times two, since each chapter focuses on a specific course in a meal (ironic when traditional meals in India are never served in courses). Within each chapter, I’ve arranged the recipes from easiest to those that are a little less so, with none being really difficult at all. Each recipe teaches a technique—sometimes a cooking technique, sometimes a way to combine or prep ingredients for exceptional flavor. However, don’t feel you have to follow the order I’ve put the recipes in. Except for the Basics chapter, which includes the recipes for ingredients—ghee (clarified butter), paneer (mild white cheese), a couple of spice blends—that show up in other recipes throughout the book, you’re free to dip in wherever it pleases you. By the way, making ghee and the spice blends takes very little time and they have a long shelf life. Be sure to keep them on hand.


			

				How to Prepare the Recipes


				I always give this advice to my students, either because they have asked me these questions, or because I have managed to glean their desire to know, based on how they approach my recipes in the hands-on cooking classes that I have conducted all across North America over the last 20 years. 


				

						First, design a simple meal—if you are looking for some Indian menu ideas, flip to page 306 for some options and a plan of attack for successfully executing each menu.


						Read each recipe briskly from start to finish just so you know where I am going with it.


						Gather all your ingredients to get you started. If a recipe has a spice blend, assemble it as part of your prep. The book has only two easy blends; each takes less than 5 minutes to mix and there are options to procure them at the store if you’d rather not make them.


						Chop, measure, and arrange your ingredients in the order you need to use them. You will be amazed how this simple step (the French call it mise en place—put in place) makes you efficient and successful in the kitchen.


						Pour yourself a glass of wine or shake up that fantastic martini on page 301. Play your favorite music, tune out the kids and pets, and savor the process. It’s cooking—it should be fun, easy, breezy, and flavorful.


				


			


			What’s Classic Indian and Can I Achieve Authentic Flavors with an Easy Approach?


			When you look at India’s culture with the realization that the civilization has existed for more than 6,000 years, it should come as no surprise that the cuisine is highly evolved. Every invasion, religious or political, has shaped in profound ways the ingredients and spices that are the backbone of regional Indian cooking. The country’s geographical location, cupped by oceans to its east, south, and west and the mountains along its north side, made for open but arduous access. The single most important bounty, peppercorns, burst the spice trade dam, and Indians witnessed an unprecedented global influx of power, money, and flavors. 


			Local availability and seasonality of ingredients dictated the lay of the culinary land. Due to the cooler weather patterns in the winter months, Northerners infused their meats, vegetables, and legumes with warming spices like cloves, cinnamon, cardamom, peppercorns, and bay leaves. The opulence of the kitchens in the royal courts of the Moghul emperors led to lavish uses of nuts, golden raisins, dates, saffron, and cream, while the hearty wheat-growing farmers of the northwest peppered their mustard greens with garlic and chiles and dunked clay oven–baked flatbreads into bowls of chilelike red kidney beans.


			Southerners steeped their staple seafood with indigenous cardamom, sweet cinnamon, citruslike curry leaves, nutty popped mustard seeds, and creamy coconut milk. Rice, the cash crop here, found its way into pancakes, noodles, dumplings, crepes, and steamed cakes. Lentils, beans, and peas delivered essential, body-building nutrients as well as complex flavors through unusual spice blends. 


			In the West, home to the largest migratory influences from the Persians, Portuguese, Buddhist, and Jewish settlers, among others, relied on cashews, peanuts, tapioca, potatoes, beef, and pork to punctuate their meals. The Gujaratis were masters of vegetarianism, drawing on their dependence on legumes and dairy to whip up simple but amazing fare. Fish, vinegar, and eggs ruled the roost, and the dizzying array of Mumbai’s street foods really showed what fast food ought to be. The city drew people from all corners of India, reflecting a mosaic of cultures.


			The tea plantations of the east in Darjeeling and Assam helped brew some incredible chai, while the Bengalis of Calcutta became master confectioners, sweetening their way into every belly. And their penchant for fish and seafood bore testimony to the abundance of aquatic life in the Bay of Bengal as they smothered their creations with mustard paste, poppy seed purees, and ground fennel.


			

				Your Lesson Plan


				A world of Indian flavors and techniques may entail a learning curve, which is why an easy Lesson leads off each chapter with a step-by-step recipe. Not only do these Lessons clarify and simplify Indian prep work in general, but when prepared together with the Lessons from the rest of the chapters, they add up to the perfect get-started Indian meal. Fully illustrated, easy, and straightforward, they will have you cooking Indian in no time flat. And once you’ve cooked one complete meal, go ahead and try the other ones I suggest, starting on page 306. My kitchen is now your kitchen too. And welcome to it. 


			


			One-Stop Shopping


			You will notice that I use no ingredient in this book that will require you to visit an Indian grocery store. So, spices and ingredients like fenugreek, fresh curry leaves, asafetida, and split and skinned black lentils are not present in any of the recipes. As I created and tested the recipes, I felt guilty at times but eventually found it to be an exhilarating and freeing experience. A meander down the spice aisle of numerous “regular” grocery stores across the United States, from those in small towns to large cities, showed me that five important spices used in Indian cooking were right there on the shelves and enabled me to create two blends, which helped me cook the Indian way with a spicy (as in well-seasoned) panache.


			To say that every Indian dish is layered with an armload of ingredients is wrong. Oftentimes, we conjure complexities within a recipe by using the same ingredient in multiple ways as we construct the dish. It is very possible to create those sensational flavors with a small handful of key spices, as you will see in the recipes in this book. How you handle a spice makes all the difference in a recipe. I always tell my students to buy whole spices, whenever they possibly can, and store them in an airtight jar in a cool, dry area in their pantry. I never tire of mentioning the eight ways one can use a spice. Here’s an example with cumin seeds.


			

					When you use cumin seeds as is, you get their distinctive spice flavor.


					When you grind the seeds and sprinkle them in a dish, the flavor is more pronounced and quite different: musky and earthy.


					Take the whole seeds and toast them in a dry pan, with no oil, and you will experience a nutty aroma.


					Take those toasted seeds and grind them, and they smell nothing like any of their previous incarnations.


					Heat a little oil and roast the seeds, and you will discover yet another flavor—almost sweet smelling and smoky.


					Grind the cumin seeds after you roast them, and they will seem to lose their smoky bouquet.


					Soak the whole seeds in a liquid, and their presence will be surprisingly subtle.


					And when you grind cumin seeds after you soak them, they not only take on the liquid’s taste but also impart the spice’s eighth flavor: The strong nutlike aroma reappears, masked by the infused flavor of the liquid.


			


			Incidentally, once the spice is ground, even when stored in a moisture-free, well-sealed container, it will keep for only up to three months. After that, its essential oils dissipate and become rather insipid in aroma and flavor. That’s when you toss the ground spice out the window and start fresh.


			The Indian Mother Hubbard’s Cupboard


			A typical Indian pantry brims with a plethora of spices, legumes, and grains. My bare-bones approach to cooking the Indian way saves you not only money, but space and time as well, all precious commodities. One trip to the supermarket is all you need since these ingredients are all readily available.


			FIVE INDIAN “MUST-HAVE” SPICES


			• CARDAMOM PODS • CORIANDER SEEDS • CUMIN SEEDS • MUSTARD SEEDS • TURMERIC (GROUND)


			Cardamom pods
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			It may surprise you to know that cardamom is a close relative to ginger (and turmeric), but very much like disparate siblings, this highly aromatic spice is the expensive, high-maintenance diva of the Zingiberaceae family. Known to have existed in India as early as 1300 BCE, cardamom was a panacea for numerous ailments, including nausea, halitosis, fever, and headaches. Cardamom is indigenous to the southwestern coast of Kerala (formerly known as the Malabar Coast) and Sri Lanka. The plump, green pods from Alleppey in Kerala, considered to be the true cardamom, are hand-picked, spread onto slow-moving, conveyor belt-type driers, packed in gunnysacks when moisture-free, and stored in sheds to ship worldwide. 


			Green cardamom and its seeds scent many of India’s desserts; pop a few raw seeds in your mouth, they’ll make your breath smell fresh and aid digestion (call it an Indian’s antacid). Sizzle whole green cardamom pods in hot oil or add them to sauces and they infuse them with sweet, delicate aromas. When you pry the seeds out of the pods and gently pound them, you release a stronger aroma. Toasting and grinding the seeds from the pods extracts their optimum strength. The green pods are also sun-bleached white and sold in grocery stores as white cardamom, apparently an aesthetic measure, as the taste remains the same. When a recipe calls for just the cardamom seeds, if you don’t wish to pry the seeds out of the pods yourself, you can purchase the seeds in bottles labeled “decorticated cardamom,” but be prepared to secure a bank loan for that convenience. 


			Coriander seeds
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			Introduced in northeastern India around 200 BCE by the Buddhist Indian emperor Ashoka, the seeds from the cilantro plant (called coriander leaves in India and Chinese parsley as well) are citruslike, brownish yellow in color, and not at all similar in taste or aroma to cilantro leaves. You can’t substitute coriander seeds for cilantro leaves in a dish (or vice versa), but on numerous occasions, they complement each other. Coriander seeds have a slightly sweet, fennel-like, citrus undertone and are pleasantly bitter. Cumin and coriander seeds form a cozy relationship in many spice blends, and they provide a well-balanced temperament to recipes that have large amounts of capsaicin-heavy chiles. (You can read about fresh cilantro on page 12.)


			Cumin seeds
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			A popular sibling of the carrot family, cumin is India’s favorite spice (its Latin name is Cuminum cyminum). Excavated from the ruins of India’s Mohenjo Daro civilization of 4000 BCE, cumin is native to the Mediterranean countries and upper Egypt (it has been found in the tombs of pharaohs dating back to 1300 BCE). Like many other spices, cumin is capable of having multiple distinct flavors based on how it is used; on page 7 you found out how to produce eight. Cumin is truly a national treasure, sizzled, toasted, roasted, soaked, and ground in recipes. 


			Mustard seeds


			

				[image: MISC1115_adj03.tif]

			


			There is evidence that this member of the cabbage family (Brassicaceae) flourished during the civilization of Mohenjo Daro (in what is now Pakistan) around early 4000 BCE. Even in the twenty-first century, fields of mustard in northwestern India in the state of Rajasthan, and in numerous northeastern states, make mustard a cash crop in those areas. In the northern regions the greens are considered a delicacy, as well as the seeds and the oil. Three kinds of mustard plants are primarily harvested for their seeds: Brassica nigra produces brownish-black seeds, while Brassica juncea yields reddish-brown ones, and Sinapis alba (white or yellow mustard) is the source of light yellowish-brown seeds. The first two are widely used in Indian cooking, but because of its availability in supermarkets, I have recommended the yellow kind as an acceptable alternative. I consider these seeds to possess a split personality. When pounded, cracked, or ground and combined with a liquid, mustard seeds yield a nose-tingling sharpness. Cook the seeds in oil and let them pop (just like popcorn) and they become nutty-sweet, a crucial flavor in the cuisine of the south (India, that is). 


			Turmeric
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			This deep-yellow rhizome gives commercial curry powders their distinctive yellow hue. A very close sibling to fresh ginger, turmeric belongs to a species Curcuma longa and is probably native to India. It’s mentioned in ancient Sanskrit literature around 1300 BCE and has lent its distinctive yellow to foods and medicines, as well as dye for fabrics. Turmeric, sold most often in ground form in the United States, is harsh tasting when raw and is rarely used this way. But sprinkle turmeric in oil, add some spices and vegetables, and as it cooks, its astringent taste diminishes. Strong tasting and imparting a deep color, turmeric is a spice that Indians use sparingly, albeit frequently, in many of our recipes. The fresh rhizome is also delicious when thinly sliced and pickled in bitter mustard oil, salt, and chopped fresh green chiles. In the western regions of India, its large leaves are used to wrap and steam fish.


			FIVE ESSENTIAL HERBS AND FLAVORINGS


			• CHILES, FRESH (SERRANO) AND DRIED (CAYENNE) • CILANTRO • GINGER • MINT


			Chiles
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			I personally would like to thank the Spanish and the Portuguese merchants and settlers who came to India and introduced us, in the early sixteenth century, to these bracing members of the capsicum family. The name for chiles is derived from the Nahuatl or Aztec name, and the word pepper became attached to it, thanks to Christopher Columbus. Why? He goofed up, big time! Columbus promised King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, who funded his expedition, that he would find peppercorns. Instead he delivered the capsicum plants and called them pimiento de las indias (pepper of the Indies). With five species of cultivated capsicums, it is no wonder there are so many kinds of chiles in the world. In India, we grow all the five species, but in this book I have limited my selection to one or two, primarily because of their ease of availability in the grocery store.


			In the world of fresh chiles, it’s the capsaicin (an oil) within that pulsates with stimulating heat. Pure capsaicin is 16,000,000 Scoville units (named after a pharmacist who invented the scientific way of measuring a chile’s capsaicin content). Discard the stem and slit the chile to expose the vein and the seeds, the heart of the heat. Granted, removing the vein and seeds will diminish the chile’s heat, something we never do so in India as that constitutes being criminally wasteful. We do slit the chiles open but leave the vein and seeds intact to release a gentler heat. With chiles, the finer the mince, the hotter the taste, thanks to the breakdown and release of the capsaicin. Capsaicin activates endorphins in your brain that give you a sense of euphoria (high), a reason many lovers of “pain” adore chiles. The main type used in this book is serrano chiles (Capsicum annuum). If you wish for something hotter, use any of the more assertive varieties like habanero, Thai, or cayenne. If you live on the edge, there is always the hottest chile cultivated in India, called the ghost chile, with a Scoville unit scale that hovers around 1,600,000. More power to you! 


			Many types of dried chiles are plentiful in India, but here I recommend using the variety most common in grocery stores sold under the name cayenne or chile de árbol. These chiles are hot, as is, but treat them with heat (either by blackening them in a dry or oiled skillet) and the dried capsaicin from within unleashes an even more fiery taste with smoky undertones. 


			

				[image: INDI007.tif]

			
			

			Cilantro
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			A curious phenomenon exists in the Western world, something I began to notice more than 20 years ago, when I started cooking and teaching Indian cuisine. Students and clients would come up to me and confess their abhorrence for sharp-tasting cilantro, known as coriander leaves in India and to some as Chinese parsley. A few people even said they were allergic to it (over the years I figured out that the allergy was actually a dislike and nothing life threatening that would require medical intervention). Some wanted to make certain I never added any to their food. Cilantro elicits a soaplike taste on certain palates. In fact, the herb contains fat molecules similar to those found in soaps and hand lotions. 


			How do you get someone to appreciate Indian food that, more often than not, includes these leaves? When you realize this herb’s deep-rooted foothold in Indian culture and cuisine, you have to take notice of the various ways we use it to extract flavors ranging from subtle to sharp. Some recipes use cilantro as a garnish (like parsley) just before the dish reaches the table (and you can always leave it out) while other recipes incorporate cilantro at various stages of cooking. So, go ahead and have some. And what do I think of dried cilantro? Please, don’t bother!


			Ginger


			

				[image: INDI019.tif]

			


			Ginger (botanical name Zingiber officinale) is a rhizome, the bulbous stem end of a plant that grows close to the ground but never burrows deep like potatoes, carrots, and onions, and calling it gingerroot is really a misnomer. Unearthed in southeast Asia (possibly China) around 6000 BCE, it did not come to India until about 1300 BCE. But once it did, its pungency (a highly aromatic one too) became a popular flavoring ingredient. Steeping slices of fresh ginger in a pot of legumes, stir-frying ginger with onions and garlic to make the base for a sauce, smashing it with herbs and spices, shredding and squeezing its juice for a mellow broth, adding julienned ginger to recipes just before serving are just a few ways to bring out its various levels of flavor.


			You can find fresh ginger in the produce department of most supermarkets. Look for heavy pieces with smooth brown skin that is firm and unwrinkled. And do not be afraid of snapping off what you need at the store if the ginger is too big (no ginger police will be lurking in the aisles). Fresh ginger has a relatively long shelf life, especially when kept loosely wrapped in a plastic bag in your refrigerator’s humidity-controlled vegetable bin. Do not freeze pieces of fresh ginger; it becomes unmanageable, unpalatable, and rubbery when thawed. (You can, however, freeze minced ginger.) Rinse the ginger before use. If the skin is clean and smooth, and doesn’t appear dry, you don’t have to bother peeling it. Simply slice off any dry ends. If the skin is tough and appears slightly woody, it’s best to peel the ginger, using a swivel peeler or a paring knife.


			Mint


			

				[image: INDI009.tif]

			
 

			A weed to some, manna to others, this perennial herb is cultivated all over the world, boasting more than 24 species with hundreds of varieties (peppermint and spearmint being the most popular) within its scented umbrella. A Greek legend tells the tale of a nymph by the name of Minthe, a beautiful woman, who was a love distraction to Hades. His jealous wife transformed Minthe into a plant. It’s those fresh mint leaves we consume in stews, sauces, relishes, and drinks. 


			FIVE LEGUME STAPLES


			• BLACK-EYED PEAS • CHICKPEAS • KIDNEY BEANS • RED LENTILS • YELLOW SPLIT PEAS


			Black-eyed peas
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			Of African origin, black-eyed peas are kidney shaped and cream colored, with a small dark spot or eye on the inside curve. They gained wide acceptance all over India because of their buttery, creamy taste and nutty texture. The dried legumes are easy to cook, but in a pinch you can find canned cooked black-eyed peas at the supermarket; drain and rinse them before use. Frozen black-eyed peas are also widely available, making for a nice compromise between cooking from scratch and using canned peas. 


			Chickpeas
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			Yellow chickpeas, also commonly called garbanzo beans, were consumed in India as early as the Harappan civilization, around 4500 BCE. One of the more popular varieties among legumes, chickpeas are versatile. The fresh green ones are eaten out of the pod in India as a nutty snack. The cooked bean’s nutlike texture and ability to absorb spices and herbs make it an ideal ingredient in many Indian recipes. Every supermarket carries canned cooked chickpeas, which are priceless in terms of convenience and expediency; drain and rinse them before use. You’ll find information on chickpea flour on pages 22, 78 and 91.


			Kidney beans
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			Despite its botanical name, Phaseolus vulgaris, there is nothing obscene or vulgar about this robust-flavored, kidney-shaped (how obvious!) bean, which is very popular in the northern regions of India, especially in the farming communities of Punjab. There is mention of these beans as a staple among the Aryans in one of the well-known literary works, dating back to around 800 BCE. Very meaty in texture and aroma, this bean is a great alternative for someone who is looking to cut back on cholesterol-rich meats. The dried beans do take some time to soak and cook (a pressure cooker is ideal here), but if time is of the essence, the readily available canned cooked beans, drained and rinsed, are a great substitute.


			Red lentils
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			Known as red Egyptian lentils, these are in fact salmon in color. Red lentils can be prepared in just 15 minutes and become very soft and saucelike and yellow in color as they cook. This is an ideal legume for an evening meal when you are looking for something quick, meatless, cheap, and tasty.


			Yellow split peas
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			Similar in shape to green split peas (yes, the ones that stew with salty, smoky ham hocks), yellow split peas are easy to cook from scratch. They don’t require soaking and become tender and cornlike in texture, while still retaining their shape. If unavailable (I can’t imagine why), you can use green split peas as an acceptable alternative.


			The Cupboard Extended


			Some of the recipes in this book also include other pantry items common in Indian kitchens and, in many cases, in your kitchen as well. Here’s a look at them.


			DRIED SPICES


			• BAY LEAVES • CINNAMON • CLOVES • FENNEL • NUTMEG • PEPPERCORNS • SAFFRON • SALT


			Bay leaves
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			Sharp edged, musky smelling, and dark green with a glossy sheen, the western European variety of bay leaves from the Mediterranean, with the Latin name Laurus nobilis, is what’s found in the spice aisles of the grocery stores all across the United States. The leaves, either dried or fresh, are not poisonous as some of my students often ponder. However, what is problematic are the sharp edges that, if accidentally swallowed whole, can cause choking or possibly scratch the inside of the throat. Indians toast or roast these leaves in some of our spice blends (see Garam Masala on page 41), and pound them to accentuate their aroma. Bay leaves generate internal warmth and prove to be a crucial component in numerous versions of that blend. Stock up on fresh bay leaves when they are available, since they have an incredibly long shelf life in the refrigerator. If weeks go by and you forget they are in there, don’t worry. They will become dry, further extending their use by months. Transfer the dried bay leaves to an airtight container and store them in your pantry or spice cabinet.


			Cinnamon
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			Around 800 CE, Jewish merchants transported silk, furs, and swords from the West to trade in the northwestern parts of India and China for cinnamon. In Indian cooking cinnamon is prized in savory dishes, not in desserts, which is exactly the opposite in the western part of the world. True cinnamon, from the bark of the Cinnamomum verum, also known as Cinnamomum zeylanicum, tree (which is indigenous to Sri Lanka and parts of southern India), is highly aromatic, with a fragrant sweetness. Most of the cinnamon sold in the Western world comes from the more inexpensive Cinnamomum cassia, cultivated in China for export. In India sticks of cinnamon are used most commonly to perfume oils in which meats, vegetables, and legumes simmer, or layered rice bakes. Because of the gentle warmth it produces when toasted and ground, cinnamon is a popular spice in many garam masalas, including the one on page 41.


			Cloves
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			This evergreen tree bears nail-shaped flower buds (the French word for nail is clou), and when dried, the buds become pointed, highly aromatic, black-colored cloves. The oil adds aroma and heat to Indian dishes, especially in those from the northern regions, and also has a numbing quality to it, giving a sense of hot pungency to your tongue. In fact, clove oil is still used in numerous dentist offices for its anesthetic effect in relieving minor discomfort. As a whole spice, cloves transport sauces with their flavor when first sizzled in hot oil. When toasted and ground, and blended with other spices, the oils intensify to make an assertive presence in marinades, rubs, stir-fries, and curries.


			Fennel
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			When you find evidence of spice blends from more than 6,000 years ago in the ruins of India’s Mohenjo Daro civilization, mixtures that contain mustard, cumin, and the slightly bitter wild fennel, you shake your head in utter awe at the sophistication of those cooks who layered every dish they created with mouth-watering flavors. In modern day kitchens across the world, it is the sweet variety, indigenous to the Mediterranean countries, that is prized for its honeyed, angular persona. The light green seeds look similar to caraway and cumin, but their color and aroma set them apart. Although called Foeniculum vulgare in Latin, there is nothing foelike or vulgar about these plants that are part of the carrot family. While the leaves and the bulbous stem are abundantly consumed in Mediterranean cultures, the seeds are the favorite part in Indian spice blends. 


			When you are at an Indian restaurant, toasted and sugar-coated fennel seeds are either delivered to your table with the check or kept by the host stand at the entrance. A spoonful of these, after a heavy meal, is a great breath freshener and a powerful digestive. 


			Nutmeg
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			To say that spices led countries to be attacked, robbed, possessed, and destroyed is not an understatement. Nutmeg was one of those prized possessions that drove the Dutch to trade Manhattan for the Indonesian Banda Islands back in 1700 CE. Indigenous to Indonesia, the nutmeg tree is also cultivated along India’s western shores, where rich, volcanic soil and tropical conditions continue to keep these long-living trees fruiting. Pry the pear-shaped nutmeg fruit apart and you find an orange-brown web that wraps around a durable, dark brown shell. The web is the spice called mace. When the shell inside dries and is broken open, the nutmeg, a hard light brown nut with little specks of white, emerges. Just like mace, nutmeg is best when freshly ground or grated. It’s always nice when a tree yields one useful spice, but when it gives you two, you want to embrace it. 


			Peppercorns
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			Sounds theatrical but it is true that this was the spice that launched the spice trade, paving the way for discovery of seas and civilizations and shaping history as we know it. It is a hefty burden for this tiny, black, oily, hot, berrylike spice. The world’s top quality pepper is grown in Kerala and is known by the regions where it grows, Alleppey and the superior Tellicherry. When the green peppercorn berries on the vine are almost mature and beginning to ripen to a red color, they are picked and fermented, and spread out to dry in the sun; the heat will turn them into the familiar black peppercorns. Their volatile oils are most vivacious when freshly ground; when toasted, roasted, ground, coarsely cracked, or pounded, peppercorns exhibit different personalities. But no matter what, their ability to add heat remains relentless.


			Saffron
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			Harvested in Cyprus as early as 1600 BCE and later brought to Kashmir around 400 BCE, saffron is unequivocally the world’s most expensive spice. Why? It is the handpicked, dried stigmas of the Crocus sativus blossom (70,000 purple crocus blooms yield a pound of beautiful, reddish-orange saffron threads), and even two to four threads, when steeped in warm liquid, can infuse a recipe that feeds four. Most of the world’s saffron comes from La Mancha, Spain, but the best threads come from Kashmir. Never purchase ground saffron, as this product is inferior in quality and may be adulterated. The old adage “you get what you pay for” is true when purchasing saffron. If someone sells you “cheap” saffron, it’s from dubious sources and will contain wispy thin shreds of reddish-orange-tinted tree bark. 


			Salt
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			These crystals from the sea have been used as flavor enhancers, as preservatives, and for religious rituals in India for more than 6,000 years. There are three main types of “white” salt used in Indian cooking. The first kind, rock salt, is a mined product, unearthed from the ground, processed and purified for human consumption, and sold in rock form. The extent of purification depends on the salt’s end use—coarser (and cruder) rock salts are used industrially. Rock salts that are fit to eat can be pulverized into a gritty powder and then sprinkled over anything. 


			The second type, sea salt, is the most popular in Indian cuisine. Sea salt is available in most American supermarkets, in both crystal and powder forms. This is what I use in all my dishes, in addition to recommending the commonly available kosher salt. Conforming to Jewish dietary laws, kosher is a slightly coarse salt with uneven crystals and no additives. It can be harvested from the sea or from underground.


			The third type, table salt, is the most commonly used throughout the United States and is available as a heavily processed, dense ingredient, usually with iodine—an essential trace element required by the body—added. Due to its very fine texture, I find table salt saltier in taste when compared teaspoon by teaspoon to coarse kosher or sea salt. If you are using the denser table salt when making the recipes in the book, I suggest adding 10 to 15 percent less than the amount called for in the ingredient list. Taste. And then add more salt if needed. 


			FRESH FLAVORINGS


			COCONUT


			Coconut
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			South Indian cooking without coconut is empty, discomforting, and very sad! Coconuts (there are many varieties) are used to represent marital harmony, fertility, and even the souls of departed loved ones. All parts of the coconut are used in India. The thick white meat is used for daily cooking. The coconut’s abrasive husks are often saved for scrubbing pots and pans and also make their way into the shower as a loofah-style sponge. The shell, emptied of meat, oftentimes is used as a scoop for various tasks.


			When selecting a coconut, choose one that has dry eyes (the three indentations on one end of the coconut indicate where it was attached to the palm tree). Shake the coconut to hear its water reverberate against the shell. If you hear silence, chances are the meat inside is rotten. To get to the coconut meat, first rinse the shell under water. Place the coconut in one hand and, holding a hammer or meat pounder in the other, gently but firmly tap the coconut around its entire midsection. As soon as the shell cracks open, the sweet white liquid inside will gush out (so make sure you have a small bowl underneath the coconut to catch it). Don’t throw the liquid away. It’s a great thirst quencher and is chock-full of essential electrolytes, giving sports drinks a run for their money. Then, using a sharp paring knife, score the coconut meat in large pieces. Using a firm butter knife, gently pry out pieces of the meat from the shell. Peel away the thin dark brown skin and place the meat in a food processor. Pulse the coconut chunks into small shreds. In India, we use a coconut grater (a barbaric-looking implement) to get the meat from the shell without any hassles. A medium-size coconut will yield 2 to 3 cups shredded meat. Freeze any unused portion in a freezer-safe zip-top bag for up to 2 months. 


			Asian grocery stores stock freshly shredded coconut meat in their freezers as do some high-end supermarkets. Dried unsweetened shredded coconut (sometimes sold as powder) is also available in major supermarkets and natural food stores. About ¾ cup of dried unsweetened coconut is comparable to 1 cup of freshly shredded coconut. I often reconstitute ¾ cup of dried unsweetened coconut in ¼ cup of hot milk to mimic the freshly shredded taste. If you are desperate, you can purchase sweetened shredded coconut: Soak it in hot water and then drain it. Repeat at least 3 or 4 times to remove as much sugar as possible.


			DRIED LEGUMES, NUTS, AND FLOURS


			• CASHEW NUTS • PEANUTS • PISTACHIOS & ALMONDS • CHICKPEA FLOUR


			Cashew nuts
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			Although there are more than 20 varieties of cashew nut in the world, the Portuguese settlers introduced one kind, Anacordium occidentale (during the latter half of 1500 CE), which thrives in India’s southwestern state of Goa. The small tree bears a bell pepper–like “fruit,” sometimes known as a cashew apple, and at the end of each so-called fruit is the true fruit of the tree, which is the cashew nut. The false fruit is actually a swollen stalk, and this is a delicacy in Goan cooking, stewed in curries for its astringent flavor. The nut is encased within a double shell that contains a toxic substance (corrosive acids); the shell is carefully broken open (in one piece) by roasting or boiling. The versatile nut inside, white, sweet, and addictive, is a common cooking ingredient in India and is also often eaten as a snack. I call for raw cashew nuts in my recipes, which means that they are neither roasted nor salted.


			Peanuts
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			Of all the nuts, peanuts are the most popular (and affordable) in India, especially in its western and northwestern regions. These are technically legumes and are called groundnuts in India since they grow so close to the ground. Even though peanuts had been around since around 3000 BCE (they are indigenous to Peru), they did not make it to India until the late nineteenth century when two separate varieties came from Africa and China. There are four dominant kinds of peanuts in the world (Virginia, runner, Valencia, and Spanish), and in spite of India’s late entry into the groundnut market, my homeland is one of the world’s leading cultivators of this legume. In India we always start with raw peanuts and then toast or roast them. This draws out the oils from within, providing succulence for the tongue. Peanuts can be coarsely cracked, ground, or pureed; each technique elicits a different taste sensation. They provide nutty texture and protein in every recipe they touch. 


			Pistachios and almonds
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			Brought to India from the Mediterranean countries, pistachios and almonds remain quite pricey and relatively inaccessible to most in India. Very much a staple in the baking aisles of the supermarket, buy them as you need for the recipes. If you procure a large amount, store them in the refrigerator in a tightly sealed bag or container as they have a tendency to turn rancid rather quickly. Freezing is also an option—they will keep for up to a year.


			Chickpea flour
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			Recently, I have seen chickpea flour readily available in one-pound packages at regular grocery stores either in the flour aisle or in the health food section. Made from dried chickpeas, also known as garbanzo beans, the talcum powder–soft flour is very high in dietary fiber and proteins. Its egglike qualities make chickpea flour the perfect swathe for crisply fried vegetables. It’s also ideal for making fluffy pancakes and crepes and as a nutty-tasting thickener for thin-bodied sauces. 


			If you have no access to the flour, here’s what you can do at home. Take some dried chickpeas and pulverize them in a blender or spice grinder (like a coffee grinder). These stonelike beans won’t break down easily but will resemble chunks of smaller pebbles with light yellow dust. Transfer this to a tea strainer or a sifter and allow the fine-textured flour to pass through. Then regrind the remaining kernels of beans. Continue the sifting and grinding process until you have enough flour for the recipe. Seems a bit tedious but it works. Or you can buy one of those high-end blenders that are designed to break down grains into flours within minutes. If you don’t plan to use the chickpea flour within a week or so, it can be stored in a container or sealed plastic zip-top bag in the refrigerator for up to a year. Chickpea flour does have a tendency to get rancid in your pantry rather quickly.


			Any Special Equipment?
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			None that an average kitchen does not already possess is the short answer. Besides a blender and or a food processor, I will mention that the addition of a spice grinder, which works like a coffee grinder, not only makes it easier to pulverize whole spices and nuts but delivers unbelievable flavors you won’t get from store-bought, preground spices and blends. 


			The ability of electric coffee grinders to grind hard coffee beans also makes these machines ideally suited for grinding a wide range of spices, such as dried bay leaves, cumin seeds, cloves, and broken-up cinnamon sticks. Coffee grinders can be used to grind from as little as a teaspoon of spice to as much as half a cup, and depending on how long you run them, they can produce both fine and coarse grinds. It is not necessary to clean the grinder after grinding each spice. And if a recipe calls for multiple spices to be ground, you can certainly plunk them all in and grind them together. (However, I often encourage my students to grind spices individually so they can see for themselves how different each spice smells before and after grinding. Over time, you will be able to identify a spice by smell alone.) 


			If you do want to clean the grinder, first unplug it. Wipe the inside with a slightly damp paper towel, taking extra care to clean underneath the metal blades. The blades are sharp, so be careful not to cut yourself. Another way to eliminate any spice residue is to grind dried bread cubes in the grinder. This not only cleans out the grinder but also provides flavored breadcrumbs that you can use to coat fish, meat, and poultry. 


			Blends of whole spices, whether they will be used raw, toasted, or even stir-fried in a little oil, can be ground in a spice grinder. However, fresh herbs like cilantro and mint or chiles cannot be minced or ground in a coffee grinder because of their high moisture content. 


			One word of caution: Do not use the same grinder for spices and coffee beans. The oils in coffee beans leave a residue that is difficult to clean out, which will affect the taste and aroma of your ground spices.


	

			Chapter 2


			Basics Unfolded


			Let me just put your mind at ease: You are not required to prepare all of the recipes in this chapter before you can start cooking from the book. These are grouped together to make your life easier should you wish to make a pot of rice, whip up the two spice blends, or roll out a batch of griddle breads (tortilla style). You may very well decide to go the store-bought route to stock ghee in your pantry, but rest assured there is a recipe in here if you decide to save some money and make it at home.


			So here’s how to get started.


			The Lesson Plan


			Lesson 1: Steamed White Rice



			The most fundamental task in Indian homes is to make rice. It’s usually white but not basmati since that’s a variety that is quite pricey to prepare daily. Once you follow my recommendations, you will always have perfectly cooked rice, guaranteed. And no rice cookers either—not that there is anything wrong with them!


			Lesson 2: Ghee (Indian-style clarified butter)



			Ghee is essential in so many Indian dishes. Melt butter and clarify it the Indian way. It will be nutty, rich, amber hued, and ever so slightly smoky. You can easily double the recipe and you’ll have ghee on hand for months to come. The better the quality of the butter, the more succulent the ghee.


			Lesson 3: Paneer (whole milk cheese)



			When you tell your friends and family you made cheese from scratch, they will be highly impressed. They don’t need to know that all you did was boil milk, curdle it with vinegar, and weight the strained curds down to make it firm. Yes, you could buy paneer at a store that has an impressive cheese section or at an Indian store, should you happen to stumble upon one in your sojourn, but don’t you want the bragging rights that come with making your own?


			Lesson 4: Raghavan’s Blend



			The two spice blends that I have incorporated in some of the recipes throughout the book are easy to craft within five minutes. This blend is a mélange of whole spices pulverized in a spice grinder or clean coffee grinder (no roasting or toasting required).


			Lesson 5: Garam Masala



			This blend teaches you how to toast spices without burning them to yield a complex smelling and tasting mélange. Rest assured you will never want to buy garam masala at the store again.


			1


			
Steamed White Rice


			Saada Chaawal


			

				Vegan


				Gluten free


			


			In my role as a cooking teacher for over twenty years, this is by far the most important question I get asked: How do you cook rice? Folks get intimidated by this grain, which has been around for more than 12,000 years. With more than 100,000 varieties of rice in the world, it does seem to cause some distress. Every variety cooks differently, every crop yields a different texture, every grain is a cherished and accessible commodity in much of the world. The following two techniques for cooking the perfect white rice—the Absorption/Steeping Method and the Pasta Method—come from years of practice, failure, more practice, and then repeated success. My failure-proof steeping method is sure to deliver a bowl of aromatic fluff, especially when you use basmati rice (see Extra Credit, page 30).


			Makes 3 cups


			1 cup Indian or Pakistani white basmati rice or long-grain white rice


			1½ teaspoons coarse kosher or sea salt 


			ABSORPTION/STEEPING METHOD


			

				[image: STEP-GheePaneerRice_317.tif]

				Use your fingers to remove any dust from the rice grains.


			


			1 Place the rice in a medium-size bowl. Fill the bowl with enough water to cover the rice. Gently rub the slender grains of rice between the fingers of one hand, without breaking them, to wash off any dust or light foreign objects (like loose husks), which will float to the surface. The water will become cloudy. Drain this water. You don’t need a colander for this; I just tip the bowl over the sink to pour off the water, making sure the rice stays in the bowl. Repeat this 3 or 4 times until after you rinse the grains the water remains relatively clear. Now pour in 1¾ cups of cold tap water and let the rice sit at room temperature until the kernels soften, 10 to 15 minutes.


			2 Transfer the rice, water and all, to a saucepan. Stir in the salt and bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Stir the rice once or twice (just because). Let the water boil, uncovered, still over medium-high heat (and no stirring), until it has evaporated from the surface and craters are starting to appear in the rice, 5 to 8 minutes. Now (and not until now) stir once or twice to bring the partially cooked layer of rice from the bottom of the pan to the surface. Cover the pan with a tight-fitting lid and reduce the heat to the lowest possible setting. Let the rice steep for 8 to 10 minutes (8 if you are using an electric burner, 10 minutes for a gas burner). Then turn off the heat and let the pan stand (or sit, for that matter) on that burner, undisturbed, for 5 minutes.
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