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TO MY MOM (AKA: NANIMA TO MY KIDS), who recognized that food was our love language and proceeded to serve us endless portions of love. Some of my most cherished memories while growing up include eating your meals, which were a bridge to our roots and heritage. I’ve always admired your faith and dedication to our family and community. Love you so much.
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INTRODUCTION



BEFORE EATING, MUSLIMS PAUSE TO SAY “Bismillah.” It means “I begin in the name of God.” Similar to the practice of saying grace before a meal, it’s a way to express gratitude for the food that we’re about to eat and helps us set a mindful intention. I said it every day growing up with my parents, siblings, and grandmother, and now I say it every day with my own family. Food—and time spent around the table—has been at the center of all the best parts of my life.


This book is more than just a collection of recipes. It’s a reflection of my love for food and how it has always brought me joy and comfort. Whether it’s a recipe passed down through generations of my family or a dish inspired by our travels around the world, each one holds a special place in my heart.


I grew up spending hours in our Toronto kitchen with my mother and grandmother, learning the recipes that are particular to Indians in East Africa (my family’s heritage). I learned how to make delicious dishes like Kuku Paka, biryani, and kachumber—as well as build deep family bonds. I marveled at the way my mother was able to not only make cooking look so effortless but also create meals that made our family feel so wonderfully cared for. Many of the recipes in this book come from my sweet mom, which, in turn, were passed down from her mother.


When I met my husband, Zee, one of our first connections was our shared love of food. Having grown up eating my family’s traditional food, it was thrilling to expand our palates together. Given that we also both love to travel, eating our way through different countries quickly became one of our favorite forms of adventure.


Building our family was an adventure of a different kind! We now have two kids, Ahmed and Asiyah, and even before they joined us at the table I knew that I wanted them to be adventurous eaters. In South Asian families, “eating well” is very important. If I pick up my kids from my parents’ place, my mom won’t tell me if they were well behaved, she’ll tell me how well they ate. It’s a thing. Luckily, both my kids enjoy eating as much as I do and are open to trying new things, so they’ve developed far more sophisticated palates than I had at their age. And now I have the joy of passing on our family recipes to them. It’s wonderful to see the joy and excitement in their faces as they connect with their heritage while adding their own twist to the recipes.


All the chapters of my life have influenced how I cook now. I love re-creating my family’s traditional dishes, and I also love to make recipes that remind us of some of the memorable trips we’ve been on and what we ate in different countries. But, as much as I love culinary adventures, I’m a busy working mom, so I need a lot of recipes in my back pocket that come together easily. I also like recipes that can be used in different ways (like the butter chicken to pizza trick you’ll find here). And while the recipes must be memorable and easy, they must also be nourishing. I have a background in the health and fitness industry, and through my website, the FitNest, and my social media accounts, I’ve built a place for people to come for tools to live their healthiest lives possible. While this is definitely not a “diet” book, food is fuel for your journey, and my goal is to offer you dishes that make you feel good and give you energy for whatever your day brings. This is especially true during Ramadan (the month of fasting) when food plays such a pivotal role and cooking becomes as much a form of celebration as it is a means of sustenance. If you observe Ramadan, I’ve included a Ramadan Guide here to help you prepare, with helpful meal suggestions for Suhoor, Iftaar, and Eid.


Some of you may find these dishes and ingredients very familiar. And some may find them new and perhaps even a bit intimidating. I hope you’ll feel encouraged to try some new things—I think you’ll surprise yourself at how easy it really is. Promise me you won’t worry about perfection. Trust me. It’s the least important part of cooking. Okay, maybe after you’ve been making roti for as many years as my mom, you’ll perfect it. But remember what I said, the most important part of her food—and mine, and yours—is the love that’s poured into it.
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KITCHEN STAPLES



I ALWAYS KEEP MY PANTRY AND FRIDGE STOCKED with particular staples (beyond the usual suspects like oils, butter, and flour). Below I’ve listed my favorites, along with some helpful tips. You may already keep many of these items on hand. If anything isn’t already on your shelves, add some to your own kitchen as your time, budget, and meal plan allow.


DRY HERBS AND SPICES


A well-stocked spice cabinet makes cooking so much more enjoyable. As herbs and spices lend the flavors that make these recipes so distinctive, it’s worth taking a look at each of them in a bit more detail.


Achar pickle mix: See “Pickle mix.”


Bay leaves: Incorporate bay leaves into dishes that are cooked slowly (like soups and sauces).


Black pepper, whole peppercorns or ground: I prefer to use a pepper mill while cooking. Freshly ground pepper is so much more flavorful and aromatic than preground pepper! But either will work in these recipes.


Cardamom, pods and ground: While you may be more familiar with the ground spice, cardamom always begins in the form of a pod. Cardamom pods can be used in recipes to infuse a dish with flavor while cooking and discarded before serving (much as you do with bay leaves). Before adding the cardamom pod to a dish, use the heel of your hand to crush the pod under the flat side of a knife—but not too hard, or the seeds will fall out! Just apply pressure until you hear a crunch.


Cinnamon, ground and stick: I keep both ground and stick cinnamon on hand. Ground cinnamon is essential for baking, as well as sprinkling on sweet dishes. Stick cinnamon infuses slow-cooked dishes with warm flavor.


Cloves, whole and ground: A little can go a long way with cloves! Like cinnamon, ground cloves are often used in baking; whole cloves infuse dishes with flavor.


Coriander, ground and whole: Ground coriander, which comes as a fine powder, has a warm and slightly citrusy flavor. Whole coriander seeds can be broken up in a mortar and pestle or a spice grinder to be added to pickles and chutneys. Coriander comes from the same plant as cilantro.


Cumin, whole seeds and ground: I use both whole cumin seeds and ground cumin in recipes. If you like, you can buy just the seeds and grind them fresh to use in recipes calling for ground cumin.
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Curry leaves: These aromatic leaves have a slightly citrusy flavor (and are completely unrelated to curry powder!).


Curry powder: These spice blends are a wonderful shortcut for complex curry flavors.


Fenugreek leaves (mehthi): Dried like bay leaves, fenugreek leaves are a staple in Indian, Ethiopian, Egyptian, Turkish, and Persian cooking, and have a slightly nutty, herby flavor.


Garam masala: While its name means “hot spices,” garam masala isn’t necessarily very spicy or hot. It’s the name for a warming spice blend that’s very common in Indian and Pakistani cuisine. There are many regional variations, though it often consists of ground coriander, cumin, cloves, cardamom, cinnamon, and black pepper.


Kashmiri chile, ground: Another Indian staple, Kashmiri chile powder has only slightly more heat than paprika.


Mustard seeds: Yellow mustard seeds are often used in pickles and chutneys, giving them a little bite, whereas black mustard seeds are used to add a pepperiness to curries.


Paprika, ground: This mild spice is made from ground chiles and gives flavor and a touch of color to dishes.


Pickle mix: Achar pickle mix and ready pickle mix are spice blends that are used for making pickled vegetables and fruits (see the Spices, Pickles & Chutneys chapter). They are available in a box or jar in most Indian or Pakistani grocery stores.


Red chile, ground: Indian red chile powder is quite different from the Tex-Mex chili powder that you may be used to, and so I’ve listed it as “ground red chile” in these recipes to avoid any confusion. It is made from ground whole dried chiles.


Saffron: The vivid red strands of saffron give a beautiful golden hue and a slightly sweet, distinctive taste to recipes. It is an expensive ingredient but worth a splurge.


Salt: I use sea salt in my kitchen, but whatever you have on hand will be fine.


Sumac, ground: Sumac is an essential spice in Middle Eastern cooking. It has a slightly tangy, earthy flavor.


Turmeric, ground: This spice with a rusty orange hue gives an earthy and pleasantly bitter flavor to recipes.


Za’atar: This Middle Eastern spice blend has herbs (typically oregano and/or thyme) with sumac and sesame seeds.


PANTRY AND FRIDGE STAPLES


Beyond dried rice and beans, here are a few dry ingredients you’ll need for these recipes.


Ambli: Ambli is a mixture of tamarind paste, sugar, spices, and water. This tangy condiment can be used in many ways, like a dip for samosas or drizzle for a wrap. You can make ambli, but it’s so much easier to buy it at an Indian grocery store.


Cacao powder: Cacao powder is made from fermented, unroasted cacao beans (whereas cocoa powder, which you might be more familiar with, is made from beans that have been fermented, roasted, and processed at a higher temperature). As a result, cacao powder contains more nutrients than cocoa.


Chia seeds: Chia seeds are a great source of healthy fats, protein, and fiber. In liquid, these little seeds take on a gel-like consistency that is great in Chia Seed Pudding (here) and Overnight Oats (here). I store my seeds in the fridge in an airtight container.


Chickpea flour (gram flour or besan): This flour made of stone-ground chickpeas creates a crispy texture in recipes like fritters.


Coconut milk: This creamy and slightly sweet milk comes in tins and should be shaken before opening. I choose full-fat versions.
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Eno: Eno is a fruit salt sold as an antacid. It comes in different flavors and is sometimes used like baking powder in Indian cooking. If you don’t have Eno, baking soda will do!


Fried crispy onions: You can find fried crispy onions at most Indian grocery stores, or check online.


Semolina flour (soji): This slightly coarse grained flour gives a nutty flavor to rotis.


OILS AND FATS


In my recipes calling for neutral oil, you can choose vegetable oil, canola oil, or avocado oil.


Olive oil is another staple. Additionally, you may want to purchase the following:


Coconut oil: I like to use coconut oil in many recipes as a healthy and delicious alternative to butter.


Ghee: Ghee, or clarified butter, is a staple in Indian cooking. It can withstand higher temperatures than regular butter. You can buy it premade or DIY by melting butter in a saucepan, then bringing it to a gentle boil until foam rises to the top and then sinks to the bottom. Strain it and voilà! You have ghee.















[image: image]
















KITCHEN TOOLS



MY RECIPES DON’T CALL FOR MANY SPECIAL tools beyond an Instant Pot, but here are some that can help you have success with these recipes.


Air fryer: This is a great tool for a healthier kitchen. Make crispy veggies and proteins without added oils.


Food processor: Food processors are your friends for chopping, puréeing, and mixing foods. With the right attachments, they can also make prepping veggies a breeze.


High-speed blender: A powerful blender can make quick work of even the toughest veggies.


Mandoline: A mandoline is great for thin, uniform slices of fruits and vegetables (I love to use one for making salads and slaws).


Mesh strainer: A fine-mesh strainer is useful for straining homemade nut and oat milk as well as soaked rice and lentils.


Multifunction pressure cooker or Instant Pot: If you add just one special tool to your kitchen, I think an Instant Pot should be it. They’re so helpful for cooking proteins like meats, chicken, and dry beans in a fraction of the time it would take to slow cook.


Popsicle mold: You may want to freeze my Healthy-ish Mango Kulfi (here) as frozen pops, and to do that, you’ll need a popsicle mold. (Honestly, I believe everybody, not just those who make food for children, should have one!)


Tawa: A tawa is a very shallow metal pan with many uses, but especially cooking Indian flatbreads like rotis, parathas, and chapatis. In Indian cultures, both the convex and concave sides of the pan are used for cooking. For the recipes in this book, you can absolutely cook those flatbreads in a regular skillet or frying pan. But I love to use my tawa.















[image: image]

















YOU MAY RECOGNIZE MANY OF THESE RECIPES as condiments that you’ve seen in grocery stores or restaurants. And they are delicious as toppings or accompaniments for many dishes. But their true superpower is as flavor boosters in dishes. Adding any of them to your cooking will deliver an amazing depth of flavor, and you may just find yourself racing for them more and more!


















GARLIC PASTE AND GINGER PASTE



I’m all about saving time and money in the kitchen. So many of the South Asian recipes in this book use some combination of garlic or ginger, and so having these pastes on hand is super convenient. They can be refrigerated (and even stored in the freezer), so you can always have them on hand to add flavor to your dishes. Making your own garlic paste is so easy and so much better than store-bought paste. If a recipe calls for grated garlic or ginger, you can swap in the same amount of paste.




GARLIC PASTE


MAKES ABOUT 3½ CUPS




1 pound garlic (12 to 15 heads of garlic), peeled


2 tablespoons neutral oil, such as avocado or canola


2 teaspoons water









In a blender or food processor, place the garlic, oil, and water and blend to a smooth paste, scraping down the sides as needed.


Store in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 2 weeks or in the freezer for up to 6 months. If you’re freezing it, portion the paste into tablespoon-sized dollops on a parchment-lined baking sheet, freeze, then transfer the frozen cubes into a plastic bag or container to freeze.













GINGER PASTE


MAKES ABOUT 3½ CUPS




1 pound ginger, peeled and chopped into chunks


2 tablespoons neutral oil, such as avocado or canola


2 teaspoons water









In a blender or food processor, place the ginger, oil, and water and blend to a smooth paste, scraping down the sides as needed.


Store in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 2 weeks or in the freezer for up to 6 months. If you’re freezing it, portion the paste into tablespoon-sized dollops on a parchment-lined baking sheet, freeze, then transfer the frozen cubes into a plastic bag or container to freeze.
























GREEN CHUTNEY





MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP




This spicy green chutney is a staple in my fridge. I didn’t realize how often I used it until I started sharing my recipes online. I’d say, “Add in a teaspoon of green chutney,” and people would ask, “What’s that?” So, here it is. While it works well as a condiment for many dishes, like eggs, and in sandwiches and wraps, it also makes a tasty addition to so many other recipes. It’s such a simple way to add that extra layer of flavor to your marinades and curries.




If you find it too spicy on its own, try mixing it in with some yogurt to make a perfect dip! A tablespoon of chutney to ½ cup plain yogurt is an excellent ratio.







2 bunches cilantro, hard stems removed, roughly chopped


4–6 green chiles (see Note)


1 tablespoon grated ginger


3 garlic cloves, peeled


2 teaspoons cumin seeds


1 teaspoon salt


1 tablespoon lemon juice


¼ cup water









In a blender, place all the ingredients and blend well, scraping down the sides as needed, until everything is well combined like a spicy smoothie!


Store in an airtight container in the fridge for 2 weeks or in the freezer for up to 6 months.











NOTE: I find the smaller the chiles, the spicier they are. Adjust the number you use based on how hot they are and your level of spice preference.
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COCONUT CHUTNEY





MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS




This rich, cooling chutney goes perfectly with so many appetizers—it’s a perfect condiment for samosas, dholka, bhajia, and channa! You can make a large batch, portion the chutney out into mason jars, and freeze the rest.







1 bunch cilantro, hard stems removed, roughly chopped


4 green chiles


1 garlic clove, peeled


1 teaspoon salt


¼ cup water


2 cups unsweetened shredded coconut


Juice of 1 lime









In a blender or food processor, place the cilantro, chiles, garlic, salt, and water and blend into a paste, scraping down the sides as needed. Add the coconut and blend until everything is well combined. Add the lime juice and mix well.


Store the chutney in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 2 weeks or in the freezer for up to 3 months.
























MASALA SPICE MIX





MAKES ½ CUP




This harmonious blend of aromatic spices creates a deeply flavorful seasoning that can be used in many different ways.







2 tablespoons ground coriander


2 tablespoons paprika


1 tablespoon ground cumin


1 teaspoon fenugreek leaves (mehthi)


1 teaspoon ground red chile


1 teaspoon ground Kashmiri chile


1 teaspoon ground ginger


1 teaspoon ground turmeric


½ teaspoon ground nutmeg


½ teaspoon ground cinnamon


¼ teaspoon ground cardamom


¼ teaspoon ground black pepper


1 teaspoon mace









In a medium bowl, place all the ingredients and mix well. Pour into an airtight jar.


The spice mix will keep in your pantry, out of direct sunlight, for up to 6 months.
























TANDOORI MIX





MAKES ⅓ TO ½ CUP




This mix of spices will be a party for your senses! “Tandoori anything” is a hit in our house, and I’m guessing if you love spicy, aromatic foods, it will be one in yours as well. Making it at home means you can add just the right amount of kick that you like, plus you’ll be avoiding all the unpleasant extras (food coloring, preservatives, and other chemicals) that none of us really need.




You can make a large batch of this spice blend and have it ready to use as a rub, or add it to yogurt and lemon for a delicious tandoori marinade. It’s perfect to add to chicken, shrimp, fish, and tofu!







2 teaspoons ground coriander


2 teaspoons ground cumin


2 teaspoons garam masala


2 teaspoons ground ginger


2 teaspoons paprika


2 teaspoons ground turmeric


2 teaspoons garlic powder


1½ teaspoons ground black pepper


1 teaspoon ground cardamom


1 teaspoon salt


1 teaspoon ground red chile


1 teaspoon ground Kashmiri chile









Mix all the spices together and keep in an airtight container for up to 6 months.
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GAJAR ATHANO (Pickled Carrots)





MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS




Known as athano, pickled carrots are a delicious and easy way to add a flavorful and crunchy twist to any dish. The simple pickling process preserves the carrots’ natural sweetness and crunch while infusing them with tangy, savory flavor. Although they’re often paired with biryani, pilau, and other rice or curry dishes, I also love having them with my eggs at breakfast. The carrots will last for weeks (if not months) in an airtight container in the fridge, so you can make a big batch and enjoy it for many meals to come.







3 large carrots, cut into matchsticks


1 green chile, sliced lengthwise very thin


2 tablespoons cilantro, finely chopped


1½ teaspoons ground red chile


1 teaspoon tomato paste


1 teaspoon salt


2 tablespoons lemon juice


2 tablespoons neutral oil









Place the chopped carrots in a large bowl. In a smaller bowl, combine the rest of the ingredients to make a loose paste. Pour the paste over the carrots and give everything a stir. Allow the carrots to sit for 10 minutes before serving.


Store in an airtight container for up to 3 weeks.
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Keri Athano, here 
(TOP) Sambharo, here 
(BOTTOM) Limbu Athano, here 
Gobi Athano, here

















GOBI ATHANO (Cauliflower Pickle)





MAKES ABOUT 8 CUPS




This cauliflower pickle is something you’ll always find in my fridge. I love its tangy, savory flavors! It’s a great way to add a few more veggies onto your plate, and it takes simple fried eggs and toast to a whole other level.







2 tablespoons salt


1 head cauliflower, cut into small florets


5 carrots, cut into sticks


3 tablespoons crushed yellow mustard seeds


2 tablespoons ground red chile


1½ teaspoons ground turmeric


¼ cup ready pickle mix


1–1¼ cups apple cider vinegar









In a colander, sprinkle 1 tablespoon of the salt over the cauliflower. In another colander, sprinkle the carrot sticks with the remaining salt. Let the veggies rest for 20 minutes to drain any excess water.


Meanwhile, in a large bowl, combine the mustard seeds, ground red chile, turmeric, pickle mix, and vinegar. Add the cauliflower and carrots and stir to coat the vegetables in the pickling spices.


Transfer the pickles to mason jars or clean jars. Store in the fridge for up to 2 months.
























KERI ATHANO (Green Mango Pickle)





MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS




I love the tartness of green mangoes. Pairing them with whole spices and chiles creates a winning combination that you might have never had before!




You will have extra pickle paste (made from the oil and spices), as you’ll need only 5 tablespoons of it to make the keri athano. The paste can be used to make more batches of pickles, or you can even use it as a condiment, somewhat like a chile oil. Store it in a jar or airtight container in the fridge for up to 3 months.







1 large unripe green mango, skin on, cut into 1-inch cubes


2 medium carrots, peeled and cut into 1-inch cubes


6–8 green chiles, halved lengthwise


2 cups canola oil


1 tablespoon minced fresh garlic


1 cup coarsely ground coriander seeds


2 teaspoons fenugreek seeds, coarsely ground


1 tablespoon crushed yellow mustard seeds


1 tablespoon salt


1½ tablespoons ground red chile


½ teaspoon ground turmeric


5 tablespoons achar pickle mix









Lay the mango, carrot, and chile pieces flat on a baking sheet. Place them in the sun or near a heater to dry for 12 to 16 hours.


Heat the oil in a small saucepan over medium-high heat. Once it begins to bubble, add the garlic and cook for about 30 seconds, then add the coriander seeds and stir well for 30 seconds.


Remove the pan from the heat. Let it cool for 3 minutes, and then add the fenugreek seeds and let the oil cool to room temperature, for about 20 minutes, to allow the flavor from the seeds to infuse the oil. Stir in the rest of the ingredients. Your mixture should have a paste-like consistency. Transfer the paste to a jar for storage.


Transfer the dried mango, carrots, and chiles to a large bowl. Add 5 tablespoons of the pickle paste and stir to coat. Transfer your pickles to jars and store them in the fridge for 1 month.
























LIMBU ATHANO (Lemon Pickle)





MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS




Bursting with flavor, this tart, spicy, and slightly sweet lemon pickle is a party in your mouth! I love adding this to curries for just a little extra kick of tartness and spice.







5 tablespoons sugar


2 tablespoons achar pickle mix


2 tablespoons red pepper flakes


1½ tablespoons ground red chile


1 tablespoon salt


1 teaspoon ground turmeric


6 lemons, peels on, cut into 1-inch pieces


3–5 small green chiles, halved lengthwise


1 (2-inch) piece fresh ginger, peeled and cut into small pieces









In a large microwave-safe bowl, combine the sugar, pickle mix, red pepper flakes, ground red chile, salt, and turmeric. Microwave on high for 3 minutes, stir, and microwave for another 3 minutes until the mixture thickens enough to cling to the back of a spoon.


Stir again and let the mixture cool for 10 minutes. Add the lemon pieces, green chiles, and ginger and stir to coat well. Once the pickles have cooled completely, spoon into jars and keep in the fridge for up to 2 months.
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