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Introduction

In the low-slung plains between the deserts of Rajasthan and the foothills of the Himalayas lies the excavation site of Farmana. Here, in northern India, archaeologists have unearthed fire-scorched clay pots containing traces of aubergine, turmeric, garlic and ginger. These 4,000-year-old vessels might well have contained some of the earliest curries ever made. The human desire to bring excitement to ordinary ingredients by fusing them with spices is, it seems, truly ancient and abiding. Whether we crave it for its lip-tingling heat, mouth-watering aromas, perky pulses or tender, slow-cooked meat, curry has evolved over millennia to become arguably the world’s most popular dish.

The story of curry is long and convoluted, involving ancient medicine, a Hindu god, invaders and colonizers, migration, enterprising merchants, bloody sea battles and perilous treks along the Silk Road. Your own curry journey has probably been far less eventful. In the absence of high drama, you may well have enjoyed in relative peace some belt-loosening dishes of beefed-up rendang, indulgent korma or eye-watering vindaloo. But the hope of this book is that, the more you know about curry – where it came from, how it’s made and why it became so globally successful – the more you’ll appreciate it as you take your seat at the table or head into the kitchen to make one yourself.

Over the coming pages, we’ll look at the differences among various curries and at the key spices and ingredients that are used to produce those fantastic flavours. We’ll briefly explore the colourful history of curry and the people who took it all over the world. We’ll take a look at the origins and characteristics of some of the most well-known curries. And finally, we’ll round off our journey with some tasty recipes, as you’ll no doubt have worked up a healthy appetite.
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THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF CURRY

From the sumptuous, regal cuisine of northern India to the bright, fiery curries of tropical South East Asia and the earthy, hot-hot-hot dishes of the Caribbean, curry is now truly global and the options and variations available are as diverse as the people who cook them. But curry had to start somewhere before it got everywhere.

In this FAQs chapter, we will explore the origin of curry and the historical influence of invaders and settlers on Indian cuisine, debunking a few myths along the way. We will also see how curry was taken all over the world and evolved into the universally loved, very distinctive dishes we know today.

 

 

 

 

What is curry?

Although definitions and cooking methods vary, let’s say that a curry is any dish containing meat, fish, pulses or vegetables with a spiced sauce. It is usually accompanied by a starch-based food such as rice, naan bread, chapatis or dosa pancakes.

It’s thought the word “curry” comes from the South Indian state of Tamil Nadu, when in the early 1500s Portuguese rulers developed a taste for the spicy sauces that were made by local people. These sauces, they were told, were called kari or possibly carree. The Portuguese adopted the word and it changed to curry. Over time, particularly among the British, it has become a generic term for any Indian dish which contains a spiced sauce. The sauce is often referred to as “gravy”, which is another legacy of British rule in India.

There is no doubt that “curry” originated in India, but the clearly defined array of dishes we know today, with instantly recognizable names such as rogan josh, korma or vindaloo, have never been referred to by Indians  as curry.

 

 

 

 

How many kinds of curry are there?

There is no agreed means of curry classification, but we can certainly see some clear differences between the different types of curry enjoyed around the world. The easiest distinction is between the simple and the complex. The former tend to be everyday curries containing humble ingredients like dhal (lentils) or aloo gobi (potatoes and cauliflower). These may be served as a side dish to a larger helping of curry, or quickly prepared as a street food and eaten with dosa pancakes or roti (a thin flatbread).

Complex curries tend to contain a greater mix of ingredients and involve a longer cooking process. They are typically prepared for celebrations and special occasions – for example, the great dishes of biryani which are proudly served at wedding banquets, often decorated with silver leaf.

Another basic difference is between dry and wet curries. A dry curry, such as a bhuna or rendang, contains very little gravy, often because it’s been cooked for a long time to reduce the liquid, resulting in an intense concentration of spices. Alternatively, a curry may be dry simply because the intention is to let the main ingredients speak for themselves rather than drowning them in sauce. Jalfrezi, which was influenced by Chinese stir-fry methods, is an example of this.

Wet curries, on the other hand, contain more gravy, sometimes enough to yield a soup-like consistency, such as the coconut milk-based curries of Thailand. Other wet curries may be thick and stew-like – for example, those from Japan, West Africa and the Caribbean.

Further distinctions may be made between heat and flavour profiles. For example, Japanese curries normally have little heat and tend to be savoury with a dash of sweetness. The gently spiced kormas and pasandas of northern India contain very little heat, with the emphasis on rich ingredients, such as flaked almonds and cream. The sour, eye-watering vindaloos of southern India are a very different beast, however, as are the searingly hot, coconut-rich curries of South East Asia and the earthy, blow-your-socks-off curries of the Caribbean.

 

 

 

 

Why do we  love curry so much?

Most people will say they “love a good curry” and there’s clearly something deeply satisfying about the variety of spicy dishes out there, but what is the secret to curry’s success? In 2015, this question prompted a team of scientists in Delhi to analyse curry to find out why it is so universally loved.

After studying over 2,000 recipes, they found that chefs tended to blend, within any one particular dish, spices and other flavourings that had no chemical similarities. Durban curries are a good example of this: fiery cayenne and chilli contrast with sweet spices such as cinnamon and fennel. The result is a vibrant profusion of flavours.

In traditional Western cooking, chefs tend to pair similar flavours – for example, cheese and pasta, or beef and gravy. Tasty though they may be, the flavours overlap, so there is no interaction between them. You could think of it as the Western flavours holding hands and getting along nicely, whereas the curry flavours are also holding hands and getting along nicely while dancing their socks off.

 

 

 

 

How did curry begin?

The diverse cuisine of the Indian subcontinent is the result of thousands of years of influence from trade, exploration, invaders and colonizers. Over the ages, for example, Indian merchants exported spices such as pepper and cardamom to the Roman Empire, Central Asia, China and South East Asia, while merchants from these places introduced new spices to India in turn. Curry has always been about this cultural give and take, voluntary or otherwise.

The earliest origins of curry can be traced back to the ancient Indian teachings of Ayurveda, said to have come from Dhanvantari, the Hindu god of medicine, who is said to have emerged from an ocean of milk bearing ambrosia, the nectar of eternal life.

Ayurvedic principles emphasize the importance of balancing the foods in one’s diet to keep the mind, body and spirit in harmony. There are six taste groups: sour, salty and spicy foods are considered to warm the body, whereas sweet, astringent and bitter foods are cooling. These principles of combining flavour profiles lay the groundwork for Indian cuisine. For example, the heat of chilli is cooled by fruits and yoghurt, and the combination of sourness and salt give lime pickle its bite.

 

 

 

 

The first curry ever made?

The ancient traces of food found in Farmana, in northern India, were of a simple aubergine curry. Here is a reconstruction of that curry with a little culinary artistic licence.

The dish serves 2 people.

INGREDIENTS

4 aubergines, chopped into large chunks

100 g red lentils

2–3 tbsp raw mango, cubed

4 cloves of garlic

2 tsp ginger

2 tsp fresh turmeric

½ tsp cumin seeds

½ tsp ground  black pepper

3–4 tbsp vegetable oil

Salt and sugar  (if needed) to taste

Roughly crush the cumin seeds (the back of a wooden spoon will do). Boil the lentils until half-cooked. Drain and set aside. Drop the aubergines into hot oil and fry on a high heat for a minute. Reduce the heat and add the rest of the ingredients. Simmer until the lentils and aubergine are fully cooked. Serve with unleavened bread, such as naan.

 

 

 

 

How did curry evolve in India?

THE PORTUGUESE

At the end of the 1400s and into the 1500s, the Portuguese established ports and trading posts along the palm-fringed shores of southern India. In search of cardamom, cloves and precious black peppercorns, they themselves brought tomatoes, potatoes, guava, corn and chillies, all booty from South America, together with salt-encrusted barrels of meat preserved in vinegar.
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