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INTRODUCTION



I thought I was going to start out with a food truck. But back in 2010 Ann, my then-girlfriend and now-wife, kept nudging me to do a pop-up at the slightly sketchy liquor store across the street from our South of Market loft in San Francisco. It’s the sort of place you’d drive right by without giving it a thought. The Garage Café, as it’s known, was where I went for beer, snacks, scratchers, and emergency milk for the six years we lived in the neighborhood.


It had a kitchen hood, which clears grease, smoke, and heat above a cooktop. That was about all the store had to recommend it. But it was an important detail. You need a hood to deep-fry; you can’t cook Indian street food without deep-frying. That’s Juhu Beach Club: It’s the hot dogs and funnel cakes of Indian cuisine.


Still, I’m a chef who’s cooked in fine dining and corporate food service. So the idea of this disorganized, filthy space selling convenience foods… my first inclination was to turn my nose up at it. But I didn’t. Instead, I approached the owner, he was open to the idea, and we figured out an informal agreement about what hours we could open and what equipment we could use.
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We spent days cleaning. I worked on a menu. We had no idea if people would come. Though not wholly positive, the Top Chef TV exposure from the year before helped: Who is this woman and can she cook? People were curious: they came, they ate, they wrote about it.


But the first day, before we opened for business, I was totally scared. I felt a lump in my throat. My mom told me to pray. I don’t pray. But the first morning of the pop-up I brought in a small statue of Ganesh and prayed. A friend’s son gave me a little green plastic toy for good luck. I kept it in my pocket every day back then.


I felt like this was my one chance. I could not fuck it up.


I made sandwiches, samosas, and a lassi to start with. I was doing something different, flavor profile–wise; it wasn’t your typical Indian food.


People liked the pop-up. They really liked it. I made just three sandwiches at first: a spicy, veggie sloppy joe; a grilled green chile chicken with tangy turmeric slaw; and a smoky black cardamom braised short rib with a cucumber raita. I served them on Acme torpedo buns. They were both familiar fare and a flavor adventure. I sold samosas I rolled by hand and my kind of lassi: a little sweet, a bit salty, the kind an adult would enjoy.


Word started to spread on Twitter and elsewhere in social media. By the end of six months we were cramming more people into that liquor store than I ever imagined possible, and the menu was a page long. I had developed a loyal following.
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Now I needed a place of my own.


I had some false starts. First, I tried to find a home for a restaurant with an investment partner in San Francisco’s Mission District. It’s a long story: there were permitting issues, budgetary constraints, and contract disputes—too many points of contention. I didn’t want to walk away, but I had to. So the deal fell through. It was such a bummer: It was an amazing space, a corner spot with high ceilings. That left me without a financial backer and without a space to call my own in San Francisco.


It happens a lot in this industry. But when it happens to you—out of the blue—it’s a major blow. I’d been telling everyone I was about to open a restaurant in the city. Then it became clear that wasn’t going to happen. San Francisco is a very expensive place to try to launch a first-time restaurant when you don’t have access to a lot of capital.


It felt like another kick in the teeth. I had thought my dreams were going to come true. Everywhere I turned there were roadblocks. I cried. I’d failed—again. What was I going to do now?
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It all ended up working out. Ann and I pooled our savings, and with financial help from my parents, we had enough money to secure a lease on an existing restaurant in Oakland. Juhu Beach Club is now in its fourth year in its humble home in a little strip mall behind a check-cashing outlet and a pawnshop. Ann and I found our home in Oakland as well; it’s a good fit for us.


This is my story—failing up and being true to myself—every step of the way. It’s Juhu Beach Club’s story too: Indian spice and Oakland soul.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



The recipes in this cookbook are arranged in an intentionally eclectic fashion. For instance, recipes aren’t listed by the season, menu, dish type, part of the day, ingredients, timeline chronology, or other traditional cookbook conventions.


The recipes are grouped around the stories and anecdotes that precede them and reflect the theme of a chapter, be it street eats, comfort food, Oakland, farm fresh, signature dishes, or so-called authentic cooking. My personal journey and my cooking career, those two things are pretty much tied together these days. It’s tough, maybe even impossible, to tease them apart.


There is some logic to this unorthodox approach: All the building-block recipes are in one place, at the beginning of the book. The masalas or spice blends that show up in almost all the recipes in these pages are grouped in one chapter, as are all the restaurant’s signature slider sandwiches, known as pavs, found on the Juhu Beach Club menu. The chutneys and sauces that are used in multiple recipes are described in full on first usage, then cross-referenced in subsequent recipes, as needed. In general, within a chapter recipes are organized from simple to more complex in nature, and from snacks and starters to main dishes.


Adult beverages seemed to belong in a chapter called Failing Up—cheers to that—so that’s where all the drink recipes are housed. Thanks, in advance, for humoring me on that score. Finally, it seemed fitting to end on a sweet note—the one dessert in the book—and a special occasion dish at that.


Trust me, a sense of order will reveal itself to you—especially if you read the material that comes before the recipes. My hope is that something in these pages—whether words, images, or recipes—whets your appetite to pick a dish or two or more to make in your kitchen.


I want to introduce Indian food lovers and adventurous home cooks to the joys of making modern masalas from scratch, along with the popular dishes that have become required ordering at the restaurant. And yes, a recipe for the Manchurian Cauliflower can be found in these pages. So you can surf through this book by recipe—use the recipe list here or the index here as a guide, or dip into a chapter that piques your interest and go from there.


As you can see, this cookbook is a reflection of my personality and sensibility.


Here’s to failing up in the kitchen. Come join me.
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THE JBC PANTRY: SOURCING SPICES, INGREDIENTS, AND TOOLS



Some of the special ingredients, preferred brands, and specific equipment needed to make the recipes in this book can take a little legwork to find. To begin with, look for an Indian grocery store in your area. Indian grocers have popped up in just about every midsize city in the United States. Aside from remote, rural locations, there is usually an Indian grocery shop within easy driving distance of most Americans. To find an Indian grocery store in the United States near you, hop online and consult this site: thokalath.com/grocery.


The Indian grocery is your first place to go to source spices, produce, lentils, and other ingredients not readily available at conventional supermarkets. That said, many specialty food shops or big supermarkets in large cities may also stock these supplies. Indian shop owners may also be able to help source ingredients or equipment that they don’t already have in their inventory. Just ask; they’ll likely know where to find an item or can order it for you.


My preferred online resources for sourcing Indian ingredients include Kalustyan’s: kalustyans.com; Patel Brothers: patelbrothersusa.com; and World Spice Merchants: worldspice.com.


PANTRY STAPLES


Butter


We use a lot of butter at the restaurant, but I’m not attached to a particular brand. We use unsalted butter, always, and I recommend using butter as a substitute for ghee over any other oil.


Chickpeas/Chana


Canned chickpeas are a poor substitute for dried chana that have been soaked for at least six hours and then cooked on the stove. Make a batch, which will keep for up to a week in the fridge, and in addition to the uses in this cookbook, add to salads, stews, soups, dips, or veggie burgers.


Coconut Milk


We prefer the Chaokoh brand. It’s the richest coconut milk I’ve found. It’s a welcome addition to curries, and as a bonus it adds a dairy-like creaminess without animal products—which keeps vegans happy.


Dal


Find moong dal, also known as mung beans; toor dal, a bright yellow lentil; and urad dal, a white lentil, in packages or in the bulk aisle at an Indian grocery, specialty market, or online. Buy in the smallest quantities needed to ensure freshness.


Garlic


At the restaurant we use pre-peeled, whole cloves of garlic, due to the high volume we go through. But we don’t use pre-minced or puréed garlic, and you shouldn’t either. Home cooks can quickly peel a few cloves of garlic as needed, and you’ll find this aromatic in most recipes here.


Ghee


A recipe for ghee, also known as clarified butter, is found here. Ghee is made from boiling butter until it becomes clear (or clarified) and browned milk solids settle to the bottom of the pot. Ghee keeps for a long time, so I recommend buying your preferred unsalted butter and making it at home. Store-bought ghee is not very economical, and you can’t control the flavor. Besides, you miss out on the rich, nutty fragrance that wafts through the house when you make it.


Ginger


Fresh ginger is a cornerstone of most JBC dishes, including the vast majority of the recipes in this book. It adds so much pungency and flavor to every recipe it’s in. Everyone has a trick for cutting this knobby rhizome: some peel it using the back of a teaspoon; I just use a sharp paring knife. Fresh is best: Those puréed packets of ginger tend to sit, which can lead to an unpleasant bitterness. Simply prep ginger as you go for best results.
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Oil


The main fat we use in our restaurant aside from ghee is rice bran oil. Rice bran oil is extracted from the outer brown bran layer of rice, as well as the rice germ, after the husk has been removed. Rice bran oil is excellent for high-heat applications, such as deep-frying or stir-frying, because it has a very high smoke point of 450ºF. It is also totally neutral in color, flavor, and fragrance, making it a versatile oil for a wide range of dishes. If you can’t find rice oil, I recommend another neutral oil like sunflower, safflower, or canola oil. In the restaurant our preferred brand is Rito rice bran oil.


Rice


Basmati rice is my rice of choice because it’s what I grew up eating and I appreciate the mild, delicate flavor and instantly recognizable aroma of this long grain variety, grown in northern India. Basmati rice is best rinsed in a couple of changes of water to remove any starch, and then soaked for 20 minutes to allow the grains to lengthen, a step that many home cooks miss. This crucial step improves the taste and texture of the rice and reduces the cooking time as the grains soften from soaking. Avoid oversoaking, though, which can cause the grains to break and fall apart during cooking.


Salt


Salt plays a big supporting role in JBC recipes and in this book: It helps bring out the flavors in masalas, marinades, and meats, and enlivens the taste of fruits and vegetables. So taste and season as you cook, and adjust as your palate and dietary restrictions dictate.


Unless otherwise indicated, we use Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt. I recommend it or any other kosher sea salt. In certain recipes, we use a flaky finishing salt on dishes; in those cases, I suggest Maldon Sea Salt. It is readily available at most grocery stores with a broad salt selection.


Tomatoes


In the summertime, when tomatoes are in season, we use either fresh Early Girl or San Marzano tomatoes in our sauces. They offer the best form and flavor for our recipes. The rest of the year we use organic canned whole tomatoes. I recommend paying a little more for organic tomatoes: They really make a difference to the taste and texture of a dish. At the restaurant, we prefer to buy whole canned tomatoes, and then break them down or purée them in dishes, as needed.


Yogurt


Yogurt is a key ingredient on the JBC menu. At the restaurant we use yogurt from Straus Family Creamery, located in nearby Marin County. The quality of their whole plain organic yogurt and Greek-style variety is decadently rich and creamy. If you can’t find Straus yogurt near you, use your preferred yogurt brand.


SPECIALTY INGREDIENTS


Chickpea Flour


Chickpea flour, also known as besan flour, gram flour, or garbanzo bean flour, shows up in JBC batters throughout this book. It’s a useful alternative to regular flour for gluten-free eaters, and widely available at Indian grocery stores and specialty markets. Chickpea flour adds a slightly nutty flavor to a dish.


Chiles


At JBC our chiles of choice include the dried chile de árbol, for its hot, smoky flavor; the fresh serrano, for its grassy flavor and heat; and the dried ghost pepper, which ranks way up there on the Scoville scale—that’s a measure of the intense pungency of chile peppers found around the world. The ghost pepper chile, also known as bhut jolokia in India, is a wrinkly, supercharged spice with a somewhat fruity flavor. We don’t deseed our chile peppers: we use it all. The ghost pepper should be handled with caution—wear gloves—and used in moderation, as your taste buds dictate.


Curry Leaves


Fresh curry leaves are essential to many of the dishes in this book. These small, dark green leaves pack a lot of sharp citrus and herby notes when fried alongside other aromatics. There is no real substitute for them. While you may be able to find dried curry leaves, the flavor won’t rival their fresh counterpart. Scout your local Indian grocery store to see if it carries fresh curry leaves; if not, ask the grocer to source them for you. Or purchase online. If you like to garden and live in a warm part of the country, you might plant a curry leaf tree in your backyard, that way you’ll always have a ready supply and can share or trade with others in the neighborhood. Source seedlings or established trees from a local nursery or online.
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Fenugreek Leaves


Fresh fenugreek and curry leaves are generally available in Indian or Chinese grocery stores, or, if you’re fortunate, at your local farmers’ market. The only substitutes for the fresh leaves, which have a mustardy, musky flavor a little reminiscent of fresh oregano, are frozen or dried fenugreek leaves, which can also be found at Indian grocery stores or purchased online. In this book we use fresh fenugreek leaves in pestos, salsa verdes, and sauces.


Mustard Oil


We use mustard oil in a few different pickles in this book. The oil can be found at most large grocery stores or online. Mustard oil ramps up flavor and adds a thicker viscosity to a pickle brine.


Pavs


Our pavs, or slider-size bread buns, are baked by our friends at Starter Bakery, located just down the street from JBC. If you can’t find a bakery close by that makes fresh slider-size buns, you can substitute packaged slider buns from the supermarket. Choose buns that are fluffy and buttery, like a brioche bun.


Tamarind


Look for tamarind blocks at an Indian grocery story. You can buy tamarind pulp (sometimes called concentrate) but making your own is its own reward in terms of the taste payoff. Jarred pastes, pulps, or concentrates lack the fruit’s complex flavors, and they aren’t cheap. Soak blocks in warm water and remove the flesh from the seeds. This fibrous fruit, with its deeply acidic and tart taste, is used in many dishes in this cookbook.


Turmeric


Due to its newfound popularity in the U.S.—mostly for its antioxidant properties and digestive aid duties—both powdered turmeric and the fresh root are more readily available than ever before. Please be sure to note where recipes call for the powder or the fresh root of this rhizome, a woody, brown-skinned aromatic that looks a little like ginger but has bright, yellowish-to-orange flesh. It promises a bitter note to dishes and imparts an earthy, mustard-like smell.


Its color is so potent that just a little—less than a teaspoon—is needed to turn a pot of rice a pleasant pale yellow hue, which is how we serve all our rice at JBC.


SPECIALTY SPICES


Whole spices are so central to my cooking that I’ve devoted an entire chapter to them in this book. For details about common spices, such as cumin seeds, cinnamon sticks, and cardamom pods, see Masala Mashups (here). Below are notes on less familiar spice friends.


Amchoor


Amchoor (also known as amchur) is dried green mango in powder form, and it adds a welcome sour note to several dishes in this book. Look for it in Indian grocery stores or online. Heads up: A little goes a long way, so you won’t need to buy in large quantities.


Black Salt


Kala namak as it is called in Hindi, or Indian black salt, is actually pink when ground. But the Himalayan rocks that it is derived from are black when compacted. Black salt is becoming more widely available; you may be able to find it at a traditional grocery store. Or look for it at an Indian grocery store or online. A word of caution: It has a sulphur smell—much like rotten eggs—so inhale gently when smelling a package of this salt. Rest assured, added in small amounts, it brings a terrific umami dimension to dishes.


Indian Red Chili Powder


Indian red chili powder is much hotter than cayenne, so please do not substitute cayenne pepper. You can find this common, fiery spice in Indian grocery stores or online. Look for a deep red color as an indicator of freshness—the hue fades with time. At JBC we use this powder liberally in sauces, snacks, chutneys, marinades, raitas, and even on the rims of drinks.




A NOTE ON SPICE STORAGE


Store spices in a cool, dry area in jars with tight-fitting lids. Air and light are spices’ biggest enemy, and will age and dull them quickly. Don’t store spices in the fridge or freezer, this will also dull their flavor and the spices can take on some of the other odors in your fridge or freezer, much like baking soda does. I recommend using whole spices within six months of purchase. Buy spices in quantities that make sense for your home use. Ground spices and blends are most potent if used within two weeks.
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TOOLS


Belan


This is a tiny, affordable rolling pin used for rolling out puri dough. Find it in an Indian grocery store or online. A small regular rolling pin will suffice as a substitute, if necessary.


Blenders


We use an immersion blender a ton at the restaurant to purée soups and sauces. An immersion blender, which doesn’t take up a lot of room in your kitchen cabinet or cost a lot, allows you to more easily control the texture of a final dish—whether you’re looking for a smooth or chunky finish. My preferred tabletop blender is the Vitamix; it’s powerful enough for the biggest jobs at the restaurant. But a standard, inexpensive blender for making sauces from this book will do the job.


Food Mill


A food mill is a useful tool that you can find in most kitchen supply stores or online. It is particularly helpful in cooking from this book for puréeing tamarind and mashing potatoes. If you do not have one, you can use a sieve to remove seeds from tamarind, and a potato ricer or masher for the potatoes. In the restaurant we use a pricey one for large batches, but home cooks don’t need to fork out for such costly equipment.


Oil & Candy Thermometer


A candy/deep-frying thermometer (the same thermometer works for both purposes) costs about $10 to $15 and can be purchased at kitchen supply stores or online. The thermometer will be invaluable in cooking sugar at the exact temperature required. It will also make sure your oil is at the correct temperature for deep-frying on the stovetop.


Mandoline


We use a mandoline slicer for a number of recipes in this book. There are stainless steel mandolines that can cost upwards of $150, and they will most likely last you a lifetime. If you don’t want to make that kind of investment, there are cheaper plastic options that start as low as $15. Just know you will have to replace a plastic mandoline after a certain amount of wear and tear.


Sev Sancho


A sancho is a unique Indian kitchen tool, not dissimilar from a Playdoh extruder. We use a sancho when making batter for sev, the crispy noodles that garnish several of our dishes. You can buy one either at an Indian grocery store or online. The best sanchos are made from brass—they last longer and are less likely to break—but you can find them in less expensive stainless steel and aluminum as well.


Spice Grinder


An inexpensive electric coffee grinder is the most economical and effective spice grinder for home use. You can buy one in just about any kitchenware store or online. I recommend designating one coffee grinder for spices only. It just makes sense to keep your coffee and spices separate. But if you are in a pinch and need to use your daily grinder to make a masala, the best way to remove any excess grounds from the equipment is to pulse the grinder with a few small pieces of white bread. The bread will pick up the majority of the grounds or spices.


Grind spices only as you need them for the best flavor results. Grinding helps to release the essential oils that make spices such an integral part of Indian cooking. A mortar and pestle can come in handy to crack hard spices such as cinnamon sticks or cardamom pods before grinding, but a spice grinder results in a fine, even spice powder, which is what we’re looking for in our masalas.
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GHEE


Makes 1 quart




I have made ghee for as long as I can remember, but it wasn’t until about ten years ago that I mastered my mother’s technique quite by accident. Ghee is simply clarified butter—it’s what’s left when the milk solids separate from the fat. Ghee is a foundation ingredient in Indian cuisine; its comforting, familiar smell permeates Indian kitchens around the globe. Ghee adds a delicious richness to any dish. And yet for many years while my ghee was good, it always seemed to be missing a little something compared to my mom’s. My mother is notorious for leaving out ingredients or steps when sharing recipes with others—she’s not secretive; there’s just this assumed knowledge she forgets to pass on. I discovered that was the case with ghee, when one day I was making it on the stovetop and forgot about it. When I finally remembered to check the pan, I found browned milk solids on the bottom and the most intoxicating aroma. It smelled just like my mother’s ghee: clear fat with all the nuttiness of browned butter.







2 pounds unsalted butter









Place the unsalted butter in a heavy-bottom saucepan on medium-low heat. After the butter melts, keep a close eye on it, as liquefied butter may overflow if the temperature gets too high. If the butter looks like it might overflow, remove it from the heat for 10 minutes and then return. Continue cooking on low for about 1 hour. The milk will foam and rise, forming a white film.


After about 30 to 40 minutes the milk solids will start to drop to the bottom of the pan, and a clear clarified butter is left on top. Pay attention to the bottom of the pot now as the milk solids will slowly begin to brown. When all the milk solids have sunk to the bottom and turned golden brown, remove the pan from the heat and strain the ghee with a fine-mesh sieve. Store in a jar in the refrigerator for up to 4 weeks.


























TAMARIND PASTE


Makes 1 quart




Many stores sell puréed tamarind paste. I recommend making it: the flavor is so much better, it is way cheaper, and it keeps in the fridge for one week or in the freezer for up to three months. As a child I remember being confused by ice trays full of brown ice cubes. My mother stored her tamarind that way so she could just pop out one or two cubes at a time, as needed. I follow that practice now, too. This is a good recipe to use a food mill, if you happen to have one.







2 tamarind blocks









Place the tamarind blocks in a medium saucepan with 4 cups of water. Make sure the water covers the blocks fully. Bring the water to a boil and simmer for about 15 to 20 minutes on low heat, until the tamarind blocks begin to break down and soften; use a spoon to aid this process. Strain the mixture into a sieve and press with a spoon to extract the pulp, leaving the seeds behind. Alternatively, place the mixture in a food mill and hand crank to create the paste. Store the tamarind paste in an airtight container in the refrigerator for 1 week; for longer storage, transfer to the freezer for up to 3 months.


























TOASTED CUMIN


Makes 6 cups




This basic ingredient is so common in JBC’s cuisine that it’s practically the ground pepper equivalent for our menu.







1 cup cumin seeds









Place the cumin seeds on a sheet pan. Cook in a 350°F oven for 5 to 7 minutes—until the cumin begins to slightly smoke and turn a little brown. Remove the pan from the oven and set it aside to cool. When the seeds are completely cooled, grind them in a spice grinder in batches, until all the cumin is fully ground. Mix well and keep in an airtight container for up to 4 weeks in a cool, dry place.
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DATE PASTE


Makes 3 cups




Dates are a natural sweetener in many sauces and desserts. We primarily use this date paste to make tamarind-based sauces; the paste serves as the sweet foil to the tamarind’s sourness. The rich depth of a date can’t be matched by the quick fixes used in some kitchens—namely sugar or honey.







2 cups Medjool dates, pitted









Place the dates in a medium saucepan with 2 cups of water. Make sure the water covers the dates fully. Bring the water to a boil and simmer for about 5 to 10 minutes on low heat, until the dates begin to break down and soften.


Ladle the dates and water into a blender or food processor. Purée into a thick creamy pulp. Store the date paste in an airtight container in the refrigerator for 1 week; for longer storage transfer to the freezer for up to 3 months.


























CITRUS PICKLED ONIONS


Makes 1 quart




These pickled onions are used in a variety of JBC starters, as well as for toppings on our pavs. This is a quick pickle of red onions and lemon and lime juices with the addition of black salt, which gives them a classic Indian street food flavor and fragrance. Himalayan black salt, or kala namak, is a pungent, sulfuric volcanic salt. In large amounts it smells like rotten eggs. The rock salt itself is black, but when ground, it turns into a pink powder. This pink powder is used in drinks, sauces, and sometimes just liberally sprinkled on top of a dish as a seasoning or condiment. The funky umami taste and aroma are a distinctive addition to street food fare.







3 large red onions, julienned


2 lemons, juiced


2 limes, juiced


1 tablespoon salt


2 tablespoons black salt (kala namak, as it’s called in Indian grocery stores)









Toss the onions with the citrus juices and salts. Set aside in a sealed plastic container in the refrigerator for at least 6 hours. Shake the container every couple of hours to keep juice well distributed throughout the mix. The onions will turn bright red and taste slightly milder than raw, unpickled onions. Keep them refrigerated in an airtight container for up to 1 month.


























PRESERVED MEYER LEMONS


Makes 2 quarts




We have never purchased a Meyer lemon at JBC. I’m not bragging here; it’s just the embarrassment of riches that is Northern California backyard bounty. Regular customers and neighbors bring us bags of their surplus lemons constantly. We gladly accept them and make these piquant pickles. They can be used in a number of ways to enhance a sauce, salad, or marinade.







6 pounds Meyer lemons


½ cup salt


¼ cup Dhanna Jeeru Masala (see recipe here)


2 tablespoons Indian red chili powder


½ cup neutral oil









Scrub the lemons vigorously to remove any excess dirt. Juice ⅓ of the lemons, and set the juice aside. Cut the remaining lemons into quarters and toss them with the salt, masala, and chili powder. Pack the seasoned lemons into clean half-gallon glass jars. Pour the lemon juice over the lemons and top with the oil. If the lemons are not fully submerged in liquid, add a bit more oil to cover. Wipe the mouth of each jar and close the lid. Leave the jars out in a cool dry place at room temperature for 2 weeks, shaking them once a day. After 2 weeks, move the jars to the refrigerator; the preserved lemons will keep for up to 6 months.
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Chapter One



STREET EATS


I’m four years old, in a rickshaw stuck in a traffic jam on my way to Juhu Beach in Mumbai. This is my first trip to India to visit my mother’s family. I don’t know what to expect from the people or the place. Something appealing captures my attention, and I blurt out: “What’s that smell?” The aroma of roasting peanuts fills my nostrils. I want to follow that scent.


We get closer to the source. Finally, I see a sprawling, crescent-shaped expanse of sand overlooking the Arabian Sea. But before you make it to the beach, you wind your way there along Juhu Tara Road—that’s the main drag. And there’s that sensory hit, a whiff of what lies ahead. It’s a mixture of the sea, smoke from coal-fire cooking, and traffic pollution, all melding with the intoxicating scent of roasting peanuts and deep-fried pakoras (chickpea batter fritters studded with vegetables).


That’s what I recall most about my first trip to Juhu Beach: The food. It’s everywhere.


I go back when I’m fifteen. The memories are more vivid. Juhu at dusk, a carnival-like energy. Wherever you look there are people—almost all men—cooking. Parts of the beach are cordoned off and lined with fancy private hotels; other sections resemble a homeless encampment. But big strips of sand are filled with regular folks hanging out with family and friends. Juhu Beach is not a place where people go to swim and lie in the sun during the day; it’s too hot. It’s the hazy sunset that draws a throng. And it’s a magnet for street food lovers.


Juhu Beach is a crowded, chaotic, noisy, hot, colorful, sweaty crush of humanity fed by hawkers peddling snacks: savory dishes such as puris, pavs, and dosas (a pancake made with fermented batter), and sweet treats like lassi, gola (crushed ice on a stick doused in neon-hued flavorings), and kulfi (Indian ice cream).


I’m back again at age thirty-four. India and I have a complicated relationship; I needed some distance. This time, though, Juhu Beach and its street food comes home with me. I’ll get to that in a second.
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The snacks at this seaside destination—like pav bhaji, samosas, batata vada, idlis, and dosas—are all in my mother’s arsenal, but she only makes them for parties and other special occasions. It’s not often enough for my taste buds. Growing up in suburban Ohio, we ate healthy, home-cooked Indian fare. Dal-bhat-rotli-shaak—that’s what we dubbed my mom’s daily repertoire. It was basically soup, rice, flatbread, and a dry vegetable sauté. I wasn’t a huge fan. I got bored.


I wanted “outside” food. Any food from outside our kitchen felt cosmopolitan and exciting. Jerry Seinfeld eating a hot dog on the streets of Manhattan: I wanted to be a part of that. On occasional visits to Detroit, Chicago, and the Indian mecca that is Edison, New Jersey, I got to indulge my cravings. I wanted more.
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I was born in London. My family entered the United States in Miami, as we had family in Orlando. I was five. My dad was a medical intern trying to get a residency gig. We moved to Pennsylvania to follow his job. In the mid-1980s, when I was ten, we moved again because he joined an anesthesia practice where there was the opportunity to become a partner. Our new home: Ohio. Toledo. Suburbia.


No matter where I lived, I definitely always felt different.


I had this short, little-boy cut. I used to go to the hair salon and ask the stylist to “cut my hair like my dad’s.” I wore little-boy clothes or at least the most boyish girl’s clothes my parents would allow me to have. On special occasions I was forced to wear dresses. I protested loudly; it was never fun for anyone.


From the time I turned four, I said adamantly: “I’m a boy, call me a boy.” And then soon after that—I think when we moved to the States—I became aware that that was not okay to say. People didn’t want to hear it. It made adults uncomfortable. When it was time for me to get a bike, I wanted a BMX dirt bike, and my parents said: “no, they are for boys.”


In Toledo I was brown and boyish. Double whammy.
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Eventually, I fled the suburbs for cities. Two decades pass—I spent them living in urban hubs like London and San Francisco. I avoided India, feeling like I couldn’t be my real self there.


That brings us to 2010. In love with my soon-to-be wife Ann, I return to India. We join my parents, who are visiting family and attending a wedding near Mumbai. I have just quit working as a top chef at Google headquarters in the heart of Silicon Valley and am toying with doing an Indian-influenced pop-up in San Francisco. I’ve already come up with a name for my pop-up: Juhu Beach Club. And I have a sense of what I want to do: seasonal Northern California ingredients infused with the spices and flavors of the Indian street food I love.


On this visit, I go deep on the food front. This isn’t just a chance to see extended family and vacation with my mom and dad. This is a research trip. I sample everything. We stay for almost three weeks. We eat a lot.
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My mother grew up in Mumbai, so she knows where to go. Mumbai is a city for Indians, and Juhu Beach is a destination for Indian tourists. It’s not that easy to navigate if you don’t speak Hindi, don’t know where you’re going, or don’t know where to eat. My mom falls right back into it and isn’t fazed by the intensity, the crazy bumper-to-bumper traffic, the overwhelming crowds. (On the car ride from the airport when I was fifteen, I cried; I had never witnessed poverty like that. I begged my mom to give me some rupees to hand out to people who asked for money. They were hungry. We drove past piles of rubbish and shantytowns where people lived in the streets alongside chickens. We were not in Ohio anymore.)


So on my visit in my early thirties, I let my mom lead. We have to make one stop before lunch, mom says the first day we’re there. She doesn’t elaborate. We go with the flow. We pull up next to a dude selling coconuts; he’s holding a machete. He hacks the top off each coconut, pops in a straw, and passes them over to us to drink. It’s a sweet, fresh flavor jolt, the viscous fluid slides luxuriously down the throat. Then mom asks if we want the jelly—there’s this gelatinous layer inside young coconuts before the flesh fully hardens. Of course, we say yes, and pass our coconuts back to the guy, who cuts them down farther. He also takes a little piece of the outer rind and shapes it into a small spoon so we can scoop up the jelly. It dissolves deliciously in our mouths. And then off we go in search of lunch.


I learn how to order pani puri on this trip. It’s kind of like bellying up to an oyster bar. There’s the puri maker at his stand, putting on a performance for the group that’s gathered around. I’ve eaten so many different kinds of street food in India, but pani puri might be my all-time favorite. It’s a small pastry puff that’s deep-fried into a hollow shell. The street vendor fills it with a mixture of potatoes, chickpeas, and a little bit of raw onion; that’s the puri. The pani is a spiced water: tamarind, mint, jaggery (traditional cane sugar), and whatever the seller’s chaat masala or special blend of dried spices is. You pop the whole thing in your mouth—that’s key—only rookies attempt to take a bite. You’re rewarded by this burst of flavor: refreshing and spicy all at once. It’s like a little amuse-bouche: designed to whet the appetite for more.


You want more. Pani puri are made to order, right there, on the spot. The vendor pokes a hole in the crispy sphere with his thumb and passes you another one. He remembers exactly how many you’ve had when you’re finished, whether it’s two or twenty. Insider tip: Unless you have a steel stomach, the place to go near Juhu Beach for pani puri is the Elco Pani Puri Centre, where they use bottled water. I learned that from my mom, too.
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Rewinding to that trip when I was a teenager—a pouty Midwestern brat sporting an oversize alternative rock band T-shirt and baggy shorts, I travel with my mom and my sister in the ladies’ compartment of a train going from Mumbai to Amdavad, also known as Ahmedabad. It’s the capital of Gujarat, the western Indian state, where some of my mom’s family still live and where my mother spent summers in her childhood.


The train is smelly and crowded. I’m out of my comfort zone and make my displeasure known.


Eventually we find seats. Within an hour or so I go from having my nose turned up to falling asleep on the shoulder of the stranger sitting next to me. I wake up to discover a man moving through the compartment with hot, steaming lentil cakes known as idlis. The aroma of this savory snack accompanied by the swipe of coconut chutney draws me in. I have to have one.


The idli is basically a thicker dosa batter, made with fermented lentils and rice, which give them an appealing, slightly funky smell and flavor, not unlike sourdough bread. They’re shaped like a little football. I grew up eating idlis with a bowl of sambar or fiery lentil soup; you eat them together, like a giant matzo ball soup. On the train the idlis come without the sambar. It doesn’t matter. The pillowy texture of those train vendor idlis pairs perfectly with the tangy hit of chutney. They are the best idlis I’ve ever had: soft, warm, soothing. Something about eating on the go, surrounded by people, makes this snack extra special. I’d been uncomfortable, hungry, and sweaty and then those idlis showed up, calling my name.


That’s the allure of street food. It pops up as you move through a city; it’s fleeting—whether it’s a hot dog stand in New York City or jacket potatoes in the markets in London or idlis on a long train ride in India. In its purist form, street food doesn’t bow to convention: there are no operating hours or taking reservations. There aren’t any tables or even menus. Street food vendors just set up shop and sell until they run out or feel like packing up or get summoned home. The spontaneity adds to the excitement of eating. As a teenager, I saw street food as a thing that people in big cities ate, and that is where I knew I belonged.






[image: image]






















DESI JACKS


Makes 6 quarts




There’s nothing traditionally Indian about these popcorn-peanut-pistachio snacks. I just love popcorn and wanted to make a grown-up snack that was sweet, salty, and spicy, an Indian-flavored riff on Cracker Jacks. I recommend using an air popper: It yields better results with less risk of burning the popcorn. Other equipment to have on hand: 2 Silpat mats and a sugar thermometer.







1 cup pistachios (can substitute almonds or hazelnuts if needed)


4 cups peanuts


¼ cup neutral oil (we use Rito Rice Bran Oil)


1 tablespoon Toasted Cumin (see recipe here)


1 tablespoon Indian red chili powder


2 tablespoons salt (we use Diamond Crystal Kosher)


4 quarts cooked popcorn


¼ cup Ghee (clarified butter) (see recipe, here) or substitute melted butter


2 cups packed light brown sugar


2 cups light corn syrup


2 tablespoons sea salt (we use Maldon)









Preheat oven to 350°F. Toss both the nuts with oil, half the cumin, and half the chili powder. Season to taste with salt. Spread onto a sheet pan and roast for 10 to 15 minutes in the oven until golden brown. Let cool, about 10 to 15 minutes.


Season the popcorn with ghee, the rest of the cumin, chili powder, and salt to taste. Toss well to coat evenly. Set aside. Heat the sugar and corn syrup in a large saucepan on high heat. Cook the sugar stirring with a thermometer every few minutes. When the sugar reaches hardball stage (250 to 260°F), add the nuts and popcorn and fold into the caramel. Place the saucepan into the oven for 10 minutes.


Remove it from the oven and stir further if necessary to incorporate the caramel—use caution, as the sugar will be very hot.


Use a large spoon to spread the popcorn caramel mixture onto Silpat mats; flatten out the mixture with the back of the spoon. Sprinkle the mixture with sea salt and let it cool. When it is cool to the touch, break the clumps apart into bite-size pieces. Desi Jacks will keep in an airtight container for 3 to 6 days.
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ROASTED GARAM MASALA PEANUTS


Makes 2 quarts




This little snack packs a lot of flavor. When I was a kid, my dad used to offer friends who came to visit roasted peanuts along with a beer or Scotch whisky. Dad served store-bought nuts that he doctored with chili powder and lime. As a little girl I remember feeling that these peanuts were a forbidden pleasure, the stuff of grown men’s business. I wanted in on the secret. That longing to be part of the club proved the impetus for creating this spicy and salty snack.







2 eggs, whites only


2 quarts raw peanuts


2 tablespoons JBC Garam Masala (see recipe here)


2 teaspoons salt









Preheat oven to 350°F. In a medium bowl, whisk the egg whites until frothy but not stiff. Add the nuts and mix well. In another bowl mix together the garam masala and salt. Toss the nuts with the masala and salt. Spread the seasoned nuts onto a baking sheet and roast for about 10 minutes. Reduce the heat to 300°F and roast the peanuts for another 5 to 10 minutes. When the nuts are lightly browned and dry, remove them from the heat and let them cool. Store in an airtight container for one week.


























POTATO CHIPS WITH CHAAT MASALA


Makes 6 quarts




These chips originally started as a kitchen treat I’d whip up for the Juhu Beach Club cooks. We soon began offering these crunchy bites as a bar snack, and they proved quite the hit. The key is to slice the potatoes superthin—a mandoline is the tool of choice here—to get both the crisp texture of a chip combined with the zesty flavor of the street food spice blend known as chaat masala.







2 large russet potatoes


4 quarts neutral oil (for deep-frying)


2 tablespoons salt


½ cup Chaat Masala (see recipe here)









Scrub the potatoes well. Use a mandoline to thinly slice rounds of potato into a bowl of cold water. Rinse the potatoes in a colander to remove the excess starch.


Heat the oil in a large pot—suitable for deep-frying—to 300°F. Use a thermometer to check the temperature. Slowly drop a few potato slices into the hot oil, moving them around to make sure they don’t stick to each other. The slices will take 3 to 5 minutes to cook. Test for doneness by tasting to see if the potatoes are crispy all the way through.


When the potato slices are completely crispy, drain them onto a sheet pan lined with paper towels to soak up any excess grease. Sprinkle with the salt and chaat masala.


Continue in batches until all the potatoes are fried. The cooled potato chips keep in an airtight container for 3 days.
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