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INTRODUCTION



One of my mother’s favourite sayings is, ‘If you cook with your heart and soul, you don’t need special ingredients.’ I am the youngest in my family, so I was the one who spent the most time with her, watching her cook and learning her techniques, and then, as I grew older, helping her prepare meals for the family. The food that I cook in my restaurants has always been influenced by my mother, so when I was asked to write this book, I wanted to dedicate it to her. These recipes are inspired by her ideas and what I learned from her.


Tarkari is a very common term in India. A Bengali word, it refers to any vegetable dish and is used across South Asia – in Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan, too. It covers curries, stir-fries and side dishes, everything from the simple to the complicated. Most of Punjab in northern India, where I come from, is not vegetarian, but my family is. My favourite dish from childhood is the Punjabi cornflour flatbread makki ki roti, a seasonal dish traditionally made when it’s cold and eaten with mustard leaf saag bhaji and rajmal chawal, a northern Indian dish of kidney beans and rice. If I am lucky enough to be able to visit in winter, my mother will make makki ki roti for me, along with her bottlegourd dumplings and khichadi. Khichadi is another very traditional, home-style dish of rice and lentils. It is not usually found on restaurant menus, but at my restaurant Kutir I give it a little stardust by adding truffles. In this book, I have given it my own home-cooking twist – using wild mushrooms, which impart a wonderfully earthy flavour. This is something I also want to demonstrate here. Indian food is often thought to be overly complicated, with lengthy recipes, but the tasty vegetarian dishes that we cook at home are often very simple.
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They are also flexible and adapt easily to where you are and to the seasons. If you can’t get hold of bottlegourd, you can use courgettes. Only white button mushrooms are available, in India, but in the UK I use all kinds – shiitake, girolles and chestnuts. Aubergines are a large part of Indian cooking and are now very popular here, too. I love them, especially in the Punjabi dish baingan ka bharta, where you take the whole aubergine and grill it over a slow fire or in a tandoor, then remove the skin and cook the pulp with green chillies and fresh peas. Cauliflower, too, is given great flavour in Indian cooking – think of the famous aloo gobi.


I believe Indian cooking also suits vegan food very well. Vegan curries offer so much, with their combinations of spices cooked with onions and tomatoes – the variations are endless. Northern Indian food uses a lot of butter and ghee, but now that so many people are more health-conscious, we are starting to use dairy alternatives, such as rapeseed oil and soy butter and yoghurt. I don’t really use coconut milk in my cooking because its strong flavour is more suited to southern Indian dishes.


It was not my plan to become a professional chef but, after I finished school, I studied Hotel Management at the Institute of Culinary Management in Gwalior, which is affiliated with Pusa University in New Delhi. I then trained at two of the biggest hotel groups in India – the Taj Hotel and Resort Group and the Oberoi Hotel Group. I wanted international exposure, so when I was asked to lead Michelin-starred kitchens in London I jumped at the chance. I opened my own restaurant, Kutir, in 2018, then KoolCha, with my third restaurant set to open late 2021.


I always consider four key elements when I am cooking both in my restaurant and my home:


BALANCE


It is essential to balance the flavours of your ingredients and spices while cooking. Always taste and adjust as you cook. The perfect combination makes for the perfect dish.


TEXTURE


Texture makes the dish visually appealing as well as mouthwateringly delicious. Having a couple of different textures in a dish – crispy and crunchy or smooth and silky – will enhance the appeal significantly.


COLOUR


If your dish looks appetising, it will awake your taste buds. I always try to pair complementary or unusual natural colours in my dishes to make them look sensational. An easy way to do this, is by adding dollops of colourful and vibrant dips and sauces.


CONSISTENCY


Execution is as important in the home as it is in the restaurant. Even if you have limited space and equipment, if you buy the best-quality ingredients, prep them as necessary and read the recipe through first, you can make quick and easy dishes consistently.


As this is my first cookbook, I am going back to my roots. In Punjab, we tend to have heavy breakfasts and lighter lunches, so my first chapter focuses on breakfast dishes such as stuffed parathas, but you can also eat them as a substantial brunch or as a snack or light meal. Subsequent chapters cover sharing plates and Indian-style salads, many of which are my own invention as I give traditional recipes a fresh and lighter twist. Then there are curries and accompanying side dishes. I give vegan options for many of my vegetarian dishes. Indian desserts are often milk-based, but I have chosen a few of my favourite fruit-based ones, too.


And then I have created my Feast menus. At Kutir, I want my guests to feel as if they are enjoying something special, so we offer tasting menus. For this book, I wanted to create something for you to prepare at home for a special occasion or when you entertain.


My finishing thought is for my mother. She avoids all ready-made foods and makes her garam masala with a mortar and pestle rather than an electric grinder because that affects the flavour. I want you to learn about the magic of spices and what a difference it makes when you use whole spices instead of pre-ground.
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THE MAGIC OF SPICES



Spices play a major role in Indian cooking, bringing layers of flavour, colour and texture to food, so it’s no surprise that India is both the biggest producer and consumer of spices. I see them as magical ingredients that can transform a simple dish into something more complex and interesting with very little effort. This is especially true for vegan and vegetarian food, as spices can replace the nuances of taste that meat, fish and dairy bring to dishes.


Beyond their culinary use, spices also have medicinal value – we use cumin and carom seeds to help digestion. Fennel seeds are taken with a glass of just-boiled water to soothe the stomach, and turmeric has many health benefits – I find it an effective antiseptic.


Like so many things, I first learned how to use spices in my mother’s kitchen. Her spice mixes, hand blended of course, form the basis of her cooking. Now I grind and blend all my spices for my restaurants, and I am launching my own range, The Magic of Spices, because I want to show you how to use them in your Indian cooking.


Spices will age and lose their flavour over time, but whole spices will last longer than ground ones. Ground will usually keep for 4–6 months and whole for 12 months if kept in airtight containers, somewhere cool and dry, away from direct sunlight. I strongly advise you, therefore, to buy your spices whole and grind them at home in smaller quantities as needed. What follows is a guide to the spices I use most often.


MY SPICE RACK


These are the spices you should always have to hand. They play a hugely important role in all my kitchens, both at home and in my restaurants. Curry powder is, of course, very popular and is an easy way for those new to cooking Indian food to create our classic flavours, but I think of it as a blend of our most important spices – cumin, coriander, turmeric, cayenne chilli, Kashmiri chilli, black peppercorns, fennel and mustard seeds.


CARDAMOM


(1) I use whole pods of green cardamom, but if you prefer you can remove the outer casing and just crush the aromatic seeds. Black cardamom isn’t often used, but I like it and use it both whole and as seeds. It has a strong smell and a unique flavour.


CINNAMON


(2) One of the most important ingredients in spice mixes such as garam masala, cinnamon is used both whole and ground and is added to savoury and sweet dishes as well as to drinks. I use it to flavour a kulfi that accompanies my chocolate lawa cake, which really works well.


CLOVES


(3) Used whole or ground, cloves are strong in flavour, so you don’t need very many. They are a key spice in garam masala and are also found in sweet dishes.


CORIANDER SEEDS


(4) These give a curry body and smoothness and are also good for digestion. Also used ground, coriander often goes hand in hand with cumin.


CUMIN SEEDS


(5) Good for health and digestion, cumin is the most important spice in Indian cooking. It has an earthy aroma with a little bitterness, and is used both whole and ground. Whole seeds can be roasted and used to finish dishes – cumin is often used for tempering.


KALPASI (BLACK STONE FLOWER)


(6) Called patthar ke phool in India, this spice is used in meat dishes and biryani as well in as vegetarian dishes. A key spice in many of my spice blends, including garam masala, Chettinad spice mix and goda masala, as well as in awadhi food from northern India. It brings a distinctive black colour as well as an earthy flavour.


KASHMIRI CHILLI


(7) This chilli is not too hot and is great for bringing natural colour to a dish. It is used both whole, dried and ground, as well as in tempering.


MUSTARD SEEDS


(8) Popular in western and southern Indian food, these are often tempered with oil, where they are brought to life, fizzing and popping in the pan, but take care – they can be quite lively. They can also be made into pastes.


STAR ANISE


(9) An important spice in my garam masala blend, star anise has a very sweet flavour, like liquorice. I use it in desserts, as well as in biryanis.


TURMERIC


(10) I use turmeric a lot, as I like its flavour – it looks like ginger and tastes and smells similar to raw mango. It brings colour to many dishes and drinks, used either in root form or ground.
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MY SPICE BLENDS



GARAM MASALA


This is the most important spice blend for curries, and I make it regularly at home and in the restaurant. It is a key part of the recipes in this book, so it is worth keeping these spices in good quantities at home so you can mix it as needed. This is based on my mother’s blend, which contains 16 different spices.


Makes 450g (1lb)


1 nutmeg


5 cinnamon sticks


3 tablespoons cloves


3 tablespoons sahi jeera (black cumin seeds)


5 tablespoons cumin seeds


10 whole black cardamoms


1 tablespoon whole green cardamoms


3 tablespoons kalpasi (black stone flower)


2 tablespoons fennel seeds


4–5 blades of mace


3 tablespoons whole black peppercorns


10 star anise


8 bay leaves


3 tablespoons coriander seeds


1 tablespoon fenugreek seeds


8–10 whole dried Kashmiri red chillies


Heat a pan and roast the spices on a low to medium heat until they begin to smell good, making sure they don’t burn. Transfer them to a wide plate and leave to cool thoroughly, then blend to a fine powder in a spice blender. Sift and blend any coarse pieces again. Repeat if necessary. Store in an airtight glass jar.





GHATI MASALA


I was told about this blend during a conversation with a good friend who is a Mumbai Maharashtrian. It is common in Maharashtrian dishes, and is named after the ghats, or mountain passes, where the people live. It’s used to make vada pao, a popular street food consisting of a bun with a potato patty, but I have used ghati masala with all kinds of vegetables, and serve it with tamarind and mint chutneys.


Makes 150g (5oz)


1 teaspoon rapeseed oil


8 garlic cloves


60g (2oz) grated dried coconut


1 tablespoon sesame seeds


1 tablespoon roasted peanuts


2 teaspoons red chilli powder


1 teaspoon ground coriander


½ teaspoon tamarind paste


salt


Heat the oil in a frying pan and roast the garlic cloves over a low heat for 1 minute. Turn off the heat and transfer the garlic to a plate.


Dry roast the coconut and sesame seeds over a low heat until the seeds start to pop (about 30 seconds), then transfer to the same plate.


Let the roasted garlic, coconut and sesame seeds cool for 5 minutes, then put them into a spice grinder or food processor with the remaining ingredients and grind them to a medium coarse powder. Taste for salt and add more if required.


Transfer to an airtight container. You can keep this for up to 15 days in the fridge.





CHETTINAD SPICE MIX


Chettinad in southern India is known for its vegetarian food.


Makes 350g (12¼oz)


10 tablespoons poppy seeds


8–10 fresh or dried curry leaves


5 tablespoons desiccated coconut


4 tablespoons fennel seeds


4–5 small cinnamon sticks


10 whole green cardamoms


10 cloves


4 star anise


4–5 red chillies


1 tablespoon kalpasi (black stone flower)


8 tablespoons coriander seeds


Heat a pan and dry roast the poppy seeds and curry leaves on a very low heat for about 10–12 minutes. Add the rest of the ingredients and continue roasting for another 8–10 minutes.


Remove from the heat and transfer to a tray or plate to cool down. Pour into a spice blender and grind to a fine powder.


Keep in an airtight container.





GODA MASALA


I use this spice mix from Maharashtra for my misal pao, a beansprout curry that comes from that region. The rapeseed oil will naturally give this mix a wet texture, but if you prefer a powdered form, leave out the oil – it will keep for up to 1 month. It’s also known as kala masala.


Makes 600g (1lb 5oz)


100ml (3½fl oz) rapeseed oil


3 tablespoons red chillies


3 tablespoons cumin seeds


3 tablespoons whole peppercorns


2 cinnamon sticks


3 tablespoons coriander seeds


3 tablespoons sahi jeera (black cumin seeds)


1½ tablespoons bay leaves


1½ tablespoons star anise


1½ tablespoons kalpasi (black stone flower)


3 whole nutmegs


3 tablespoons cloves


3 tablespoons mace


1½ tablespoons green cardamoms


3 tablespoons whole black cardamoms


1½ tablespoons Szechuan pepper


Heat the oil in a pan and shallow-fry all the spices on a medium heat, stirring regularly.


Once the flavours are released and the spices are starting to become lightly browned, remove from the heat. Drain in a fine sieve, discarding the oil, leave the spices to cool, then blitz in a spice blender – it will be a slightly wet mixture. Store in an airtight jar.


If you don’t want to shallow-fry the spices, mix them together and dry roast them on a low heat instead.





GINGER/GARLIC PASTE


This paste plays a very important role in Indian cuisine – it’s used in curries and makes a great marinade for meat, vegetables and seafood.


Makes 400g (14oz)


250g (9oz) garlic cloves


250g (9oz) fresh ginger root


1 teaspoon salt (optional)


3 tablespoons rapeseed oil


Peel the garlic. Wash the ginger roots, then peel and roughly chop them.


Put the chopped ginger and peeled garlic into a bowl and pour over enough water to cover. Leave them to soak for at least 1 hour, then drain off the water.


Put the soaked ginger and garlic into a blender and add the salt (if using) and the oil. (The salt and oil act as a preservative.)


Blend to a smooth paste, then transfer to a glass jar, close the lid tightly, and refrigerate.





CHILLI/GARLIC PASTE


This paste offers a big punch of flavour. It has a very limited shelf life, so I prefer to make it and consume it on the same day. Luckily, it is really easy to make.


Makes 50g (1¾oz)


2–3 green chillies


6–8 garlic cloves


1 tablespoon rapeseed oil


Wash the chillies, then remove the stem and seeds and roughly chop them. Peel the garlic.


Put the chopped chillies and peeled garlic into a blender and add the oil.


Blend to a smooth paste, then transfer to a glass jar, close the lid tightly, and refrigerate.
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CASHEW NUT PASTE


Cashew nut paste is produced by blending cashews until they form a smooth paste. It’s smooth and creamy and ideal for creating non-dairy milks, creams, smoothies, ice creams and sauces. It’s also great for thickening sauces and curries.


Makes 300g (10½oz)


250g (9oz) cashew nuts


150ml (5fl oz) water


Soak the cashews in a bowl of cold water for 1 hour, then drain off the water and wash the cashews under running water.


Transfer the cashews to a food processor and blitz to a fine powder. Then slowly add the water to the granulated cashews and blend to a fine paste. If the mixture is grainy in texture, add more water and keep blending until you get the desired consistency – the paste should be smooth and creamy.


Store in an airtight container.





SPICED SALT


You can use this spiced salt with bread and butter to accentuate their flavours.


Makes 120g (4oz)


60g (2oz) cumin seeds


40g (1½oz) coriander seeds


1 teaspoon fenugreek seeds


2 whole dried red chillies


2 tablespoons black salt


Heat a pan and dry roast all the ingredients, except the black salt, on a very low heat.


Once the aromas are released, remove from the heat and transfer the spices to a tray or plate to cool down. Pour into a spice blender with the black salt and grind to a fine powder.


Keep in an airtight container.





SWEET YOGHURT


Sweet yogurt (meetha dahi) is very popular in northern India. It is very simple –just add sugar or honey, mix well and eat with a paratha or as a dip or side.


Makes 150g (5oz)


100g (3½oz) Greek yoghurt


50g (1¾oz) honey or sugar


Mix the yoghurt with the honey or sugar and chill in the fridge.





ONION PASTE


This delicious aromatic paste is made from slow-cooked onions, and is an essential ingredient in the Indian kitchen. It can be made by blending the onions alone, without other ingredients, or as here by including ginger/garlic paste.


Makes 275g (9½oz)


4 tablespoons rapeseed oil


250g (9oz) onions, sliced or chopped


2 tablespoons Ginger/Garlic Paste


1 teaspoon salt


Heat the oil in a non-stick pan on a medium-high heat. Add the onions and cook until they turn golden brown.


Add the Ginger/Garlic Paste and salt, and cook, stirring frequently, until the aroma of ginger and garlic disappears. Keep checking that the mixture doesn’t catch on the bottom of the pan, which can happen very quickly.


Leave the onion mixture to cool down a little, then transfer it to a food processor while it’s still warm and blitz to a fine paste. Leave to cool completely, then store in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 2–3 weeks.





FRIED ONIONS


Fried onions are an essential ingredient in the Indian kitchen, especially in biryanis and kebab dishes, and as a garnish. Blended with water and yoghurt, they make a base for vegetable, meat and fish curries, providing richness and body.


Makes 175g (6oz)


500ml (1 pint) rapeseed oil


250g (9oz) onions, finely sliced


Heat the oil to 170°C/340°F in a pan. Deep-fry the onions, moving them around until they turn golden brown, then remove with a slotted spoon and drain on a plate lined with kitchen paper. Leave to cool.


Once cool, store in an airtight container in a cool, dry place for up to 2–3 days.





TEMPERING (TADKA)


Also known as chhaunk in Hindi, this is the technique of frying spices quickly in oil or ghee. As they fry, their essential oils are released, and the aromatic oil and seeds are then poured over the dish. My mother used to make tadka in earthenware pots, because traditionally earthenware is believed not only to add flavour but also to preserve the nutritional qualities of the spices.
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AKURI MASALA


ALOO PARATHA


CHOLE BHATURE


PESARATTU


IDLI SAMBHAR


MISAL PAO


PUNJABI SAMOSA


VERMICELLI UPMA


CHILLA


SABUDANA KHICHDI


BREAD PAKORA


POHA MASALA


POORI BHAJI


BEDAI BHAJI






AKURI MASALA



Akuri is basically scrambled egg with onions and spices, and a healthy and quick breakfast dish. Be careful not to overcook the egg. There is a very similar dish called egg bhurjee, which is also very popular in India.


Serves 4


Vegetarian


6 eggs


2 tablespoons butter


4 garlic cloves, chopped


1 tablespoon chopped ginger


2 green chillies, deseeded and finely chopped


4 tablespoons finely chopped onion


½ teaspoon red chilli powder


¼ teaspoon ground turmeric


½ teaspoon garam masala


2 tablespoons deseeded and finely chopped tomato


2 tablespoons chopped coriander leaves


salt


Break the eggs into a bowl and add salt to taste. Whisk the eggs thoroughly until frothy, taking plenty of time over this.


Place a pan on a medium heat, then add the butter and let it melt. Add the garlic, ginger, green chillies and onions and sauté until the onions are golden brown. Add the ground spices and cook for another 2–3 minutes.


Add the tomatoes and cook until they turn soft and release their juices.
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