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Mouthwatering dishes from the Vish Puri family kitchen


Vish Puri’s Deadly Delicious Butter Chicken


Serves 6


2 pounds chicken, skinned and (preferably) boned


Juice of 1 lime


Salt to taste


1 teaspoon red chili powder (or less or more, depending on taste)


2 bay leaves or 1/4 teaspoon crushed bay leaves


6 whole or 1/4 teaspoon ground cloves


1 whole cinnamon stick or 1/4 teaspoon ground cinnamon


4 cardamom pods


10 almonds, roasted, or 2 ounces ground almonds


1 cup fresh yogurt


1 teaspoon garam masala


2 teaspoons coriander powder


1 teaspoon cumin powder


1/4 teaspoon turmeric powder


4 tablespoons cooking oil


1 large or 2 medium red onions, chopped


1 teaspoon ginger paste


2 tablespoons garlic paste


1 can (14 ounces) chopped tomato


1 cup chicken stock


2 tablespoons kasuri methi (dried fenugreek leaves)


3 tablespoons soft butter


4 tablespoons cream


1/2 cup coriander leaves


Mix the chicken, lime juice, salt, and chili powder in a large wood, glass, or plastic bowl.


If using whole spices (bay leaves, cloves, cinnamon, and cardamom pods) and almonds, dry roast in a hot pan on medium heat until slightly dark. Grind in coffee grinder. If using ground spices and almonds, skip this step.


Mix the yogurt, ground spices, ground almonds, garam masala, coriander powder, cumin powder, and turmeric powder together. Add to chicken and marinate for an hour.


Heat the oil in a deep pan or pressure cooker on medium heat. Add onion and fry until pale golden brown. Then add ginger and garlic pastes and fry until pale golden.


Scoop chicken pieces from marinade and fry until flesh turns white, stirring frequently.


Add tomatoes and rest of marinade and fry for a few minutes, until tomatoes have cooked (the water will separate from the tomatoes). Then add chicken stock and kasuri methi.


Cook until chicken is tender and gravy has thickened.


Melt butter and add along with cream and coriander leaves.


Serve with steamed basmati rice.


Rumpy’s Rampaging Rajma


2 cups dried rajma (red kidney beans) or 2 cans (15 ounces) of cooked beans


4 tablespoons vegetable oil


1 teaspoon cumin seeds


1 red onion, chopped


6 cloves garlic, chopped or crushed


1 1/2-inch piece of ginger, chopped


1 green chili, seeded and chopped


2 small tomatoes, chopped


1 teaspoon salt


1/4 teaspoon red chili powder


1/2 teaspoon turmeric powder


1 teaspoon coriander powder


1/2 teaspoon roasted ground cumin seeds, or plain ground cumin


1 teaspoon garam masala


2 small tomatoes, chopped


1/4 teaspoon amchur (dried mango powder); can substitute juice of half a small lime or lemon


Handful fresh coriander leaves


Soak dried beans overnight and cook until tender, about 90 minutes.


In a deep saucepan, heat the oil. Add cumin seeds, onion, garlic, ginger, and green chili, sautéeing until onions are golden and specked with brown.


Add the salt, red chili powder, turmeric, coriander, roasted cumin, and garam masala. After a minute, add the chopped tomatoes, simmering the entire mixture until the tomatoes are cooked.


Drain the liquid from the rajma beans, fresh or canned, reserving the liquid. Add the rajma beans to the tomato-spice mixture. Cook and mash the beans into the mixture with the back of a slotted spoon for five minutes.


Add the liquid from the can or cooked beans as well as enough water to just cover the beans. Turn heat down and simmer over low heat for half an hour, or until the beans are completely tender.


Stir in the amchur and check the salt. Garnish with coriander leaves and serve piping hot with steamed basmati rice.


Mummy’s Most Excellent Punjabi Curry


Serves 8


For the pakoras (dumplings)


Any cooking oil, deep enough for frying


1 cup chickpea flour, mixed with water to make a thick, smooth batter


1 green chili, seeded and chopped


Salt to taste


For the curry


4 tablespoons mustard oil


4 whole cloves


1—2 whole dried red chilis


1/2 teaspoon mustard seeds


1 black cardamom


1 pinch fenugreek seeds


1/2 teaspoon crushed whole coriander seeds


1 large red onion, sliced into half moon shapes


6 cloves garlic, crushed or chopped


1 1/2-inch piece of fresh ginger, peeled and chopped


1—2 teaspoons salt (to taste)


1 green chili, seeded and chopped


1/2 teaspoon turmeric powder


Handful fresh curry leaves (also known as sweet neem leaves, or karri-patta; patta means leaf in Hindi). Available at some Indian food shops.


32 ounces plain full-fat yogurt (strain through a cheesecloth or coffee filter for best effect)


3/4 cup chickpea flour (garbanzo flour)


In a wok, heat enough cooking oil to cover the dumplings. Mix the chickpea batter with the other ingredients. Test the oil to see if it’s hot enough: if a drop of batter begins to cook immediately, it’s ready to use. Using a large spoon, scoop up a spoonful of batter and drop it into the hot oil. Keep spooning batter into the oil until you have a wok-full of pakoras frying. Remove when deeply reddish brown and drain on several sheets of paper towel.


Repeat until the batter is used up.


Heat the mustard oil in a deep saucepan on medium high heat. When the oil smokes and emits a “cooked” aroma (just a few minutes), carefully add the cloves, dried red chilis, mustard seeds, black cardamom, fenugreek seeds, and crushed coriander seeds.


Lower heat and stir to prevent spices burning. When the cardamom and cloves swell, a minute or so, add the onion, garlic, ginger, salt, green chili, turmeric, and fresh curry leaves. Cook for a few minutes, until curry leaves are opaque and onion is translucent.


Mix the strained yogurt with the chickpea flour, stirring until yogurt is a consistent golden color. Add to saucepan.


Add 8 cups water and cook for 60 to 90 minutes on low heat. Add the dumplings in the final ten minutes of cooking.


Serve with steamed basmati rice.


Rumpi’s Hot and Heavy Carrot Halva


Serves the whole extended family (but takes several hours!)


32 ounces milk


2 tablespoons ghee (clarified butter)


4 green cardamom pods


3 pounds carrots, grated


3 tablespoons sugar


Sliced almonds, pistachios, or raisins


In a heavy-bottomed nonstick pan, heat the milk, bringing it to a boil.


Reduce the heat, stirring occasionally, for approximately two hours until the milk has cooked down to a cheese-like consistency. It will be a golden color. This is called khoya.


In a separate pan, heat the ghee. Add the cardamom pods and grated carrots. Cover and keep stirring. When the carrots are soft, add the sugar and khoya. Top with sliced nuts and/ or raisins, according to taste. Serve hot or cold.


Bhuppi Bhaiya’s Spicy & Sour Bhindi (Okra)


Serves 4 okra lovers or 6—8 skeptics.


1 lb tender okra (small pods are best, should be soft, not tough and stringy)


For the paste:


1/2 teaspoon salt


1/4 teaspoon red chili powder


1/4 teaspoon amchur (dried mango powder) (can substitute juice of half a small lemon)


1/2 teaspoon cumin powder


1/2 teaspoon garam masala


2 teaspoons cooking oil


1—4 tablespoons oil


1 small red onion, chopped


3 cloves garlic, chopped, or crushed


1 teaspoon cumin seeds


1/4 teaspoon turmeric


1 tablespoon gram flour (also known as chickpea or garbanzo flour)


Wash the okra, pat dry, trim both ends and slit each pod down the middle, taking care not to slice them totally in half.


Mix the dry spices, adding small quantities of oil until it makes a paste. Stuff a pinch of spicy paste into each okra pod, spreading it along the inside with your finger.


Heat the oil, add the cumin seeds, onion and garlic, cooking until onion is translucent. Add the turmeric and the okra pods. Sautee for several minutes on medium high heat, stirring frequently.


Add the gram flour, stir, lower heat and cover. Cook for ten minutes or until okra is tender.


Serve as a side dish with any Punjabi curry.




Book 1: The Case of the Missing Servant


In hot and dusty Delhi, where call centers and malls are changing the ancient fabric of Indian life, Puri’s main work comes from screening prospective marriage partners, a job once the preserve of aunties and family priests. But when an honest public litigator is accused of murdering his maidservant, it takes all of Puri’s resources to investigate. With his team of undercover operatives—Tubelight, Flush, and Facecream—Puri combines modern techniques with principles of detection established in India more than two thousand years ago, and reveals modern India in all its seething complexity.




One


Vish Puri, founder and managing director of Most Private Investigators Ltd., sat alone in a room in a guesthouse in Defence Colony, south Delhi, devouring a dozen green chili pakoras* from a greasy takeout box.


Puri was supposed to be keeping off the fried foods and Indian desserts he so loved. Dr. Mohan had “intimated” to him at his last checkup that he could no longer afford to indulge himself with the usual Punjabi staples.


“Blood pressure is up, so chance of heart attack and diabetes is there. Don’t do obesity,” he’d advised.


Puri considered the doctor’s stern warning as he sank his teeth into another hot, crispy pakora and his taste buds thrilled to the tang of salty batter, fiery chili and the tangy red chutney in which he had drowned the illicit snack. He derived a perverse sense of satisfaction from defying Dr. Mohan’s orders.


Still, the fifty-one-year-old detective shuddered to think what his wife would say if she found out he was eating between meals—especially “outside” food that had not been prepared by her own hands (or at least by one of the servants).


Keeping this in mind, he was careful not to get any incriminating grease spots on his clothes. And once he had finished his snack and disposed of the takeout box, he washed the chutney off his hands and checked beneath his manicured nails and between his teeth for any telltale residue. Finally he popped some sonf into his mouth to freshen his breath.


All the while, Puri kept an eye on the house across the way and the street below.


By Delhi standards, it was a quiet and exceptionally clean residential street. Defence Colony’s elitist, upper middle-class residents—army officers, doctors, engineers, babus and the occasional press-wallah—had ensured that their gated community remained free of industry, commerce and the usual human detritus. Residents could take a walk through the well-swept streets or idle in the communal gardens without fear of being hassled by disfigured beggars…or having to negotiate their way around arc welders soldering lengths of metal on the sidewalks…or halal butchers slaughtering chickens.


Most of the families in Defence Colony were Punjabi and had arrived in New Delhi as refugees following the catastrophic partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947. As their affluence and numbers had grown over the decades, they had built cubist cement villas surrounded by high perimeter walls and imposing wrought-iron gates.


Each of these minifiefdoms employed an entire company of servants. The residents of number 76, D Block, the house that Puri was watching, retained the services of no fewer than seven full-time people—two drivers, a cook, a cleaner-cum-laundry-maid, a butler and two security guards. Three of these employees were “live-in” and shared the barsaati on the roof. The overnight security guard slept in the sentry box positioned outside the front gate, though strictly speaking, he really wasn’t meant to.


The family also relied on a part-time dishwasher, a sweeper, a gardener and the local press-wallah who had a stand under the neem tree down the street where he applied a heavy iron filled with hot charcoal to a dizzying assortment of garments, including silk saris, cotton salwars and denim jeans.


From the vantage point in the room Puri had rented, he could see the dark-skinned cleaner-cum-laundry-maid on the roof of number 76, hanging underwear on the clothesline. The mali was on the first-floor balcony watering the potted plants. The sweeper was using up gallons of precious water hosing down the marble forecourt. And, out in the street, the cook was inspecting the green chilis being sold by a local produce vendor who pushed a wooden cart through the neighborhood, periodically calling out, “Subzi-wallah!”


Puri had positioned two of his best undercover operatives, Tubelight and Flush, down in the street.


These were not their real names, of course. Being Punjabi, the detective had nicknames for most of his employees (and this being India, his company was as labor intensive as they came), relatives and close friends. For example, he called his wife Rumpi; his new driver, Handbrake; and the office boy, who was extraordinarily lazy, Door Stop.
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