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INTRODUCTION


GROWING UP ON STATEN ISLAND, NEW YORK

It was a crisp fall day and I remember the smell of fragrant masalas warming up the house while I sat at the dining table… refusing to eat my food. Yup, there I was, giving my mom a hard time about eating my dinner. I would be the first to sit at the dinner table to start eating and the last to leave—I wasn’t allowed to get up until every bite was finished. (My family always wondered how I had such chubby, pinchable cheeks when I barely ate. But I digress.) Although I was a stubborn girl who refused to eat, what I didn’t forget was my mom’s creativity and dedication to feeding us delicious and healthy vegetarian food. Neither I nor my two older sisters would leave the house without a packed lunch—and I’m not talking about a bologna sandwich or a Lunchables kit. I’m talking about eggplant parm mini heroes; Bombay sandwiches, layered with fresh chutney, seasoned potatoes, and cucumbers; and spaghetti with homemade spicy cheese sauce flavored with Indian masalas, paired with a Frooti mango juice—all packed in a segmented lunch box, so as to not compromise each delicious component, similar to a tiffin (see page 6).

Traditionally, a tiffin is a two- or three-layered, stacked steel lunch box intended to separate each component of a meal. So you can have your rice or chapati in the first layer, a vegetable masala dish in the second, and a daal (stewed lentils) in the third layer. The concept helps retain the integrity of each dish and helps in maintaining how Indian food is traditionally eaten—each component separate, not mashed up together in a bowl. My mom would pack our lunches in similar lunch boxes, but rather than being stacked, they were segmented school lunch boxes. Lunchtime was always my most anticipated period during the school day—just thinking about opening up each section of my lunch box to unveil a tasty surprise was much more interesting than social studies.

In addition to taking our Indian-inspired packed lunches, we never left the house without saying a quick pooja (prayer) in our Hindu temple. As a first-generation Indian American growing up on Staten Island, it could have been easy to completely assimilate into American culture and lose touch with my Indian heritage and roots. But my parents made sure that did not happen, by teaching us our native language of Kannada, taking us to India every year, and most importantly, teaching us about our culture through food.

Life is funny. As I grew older, I began to appreciate the food my mom made, specifically her creativity with vegetarian dishes, and the fact that there were endless possibilities. As soon as I hit middle school, I was packing my own lunches—big girl now!—and eagerly cooking with my mom in the kitchen, while obsessively watching cooking shows. Some of my favorites included Good Eats with Alton Brown and the OG Iron Chef with the Chairman, Takeshi Kaga. The rush of excitement and adrenaline while watching cooking competition shows was unlike anything else for me. What are they doing to that appetizer? Are they really using the squash like that? That was not a good enough dish to win, come on! You get my drift.

My interest in cooking became more serious when the representatives from Johnson & Wales and the Culinary Institute of America visited my high school on Staten Island. I met with them and thought on enrolling long and hard. Ultimately I made the decision not to go. You’re probably dying to know why, right? First: I was not fully comfortable with the prospect of having to cook and eat meat—I rarely ate chicken and seafood and was not interested in expanding my nonvegetarian intake at that time of life. Second: culinary school was very expensive, and I found it peculiar that there were no preprofessional courses offered in addition to the culinary courses. So, if I wanted to start a business or enter into a different profession outside of cooking, they didn’t prepare you for that. And third (and probably the most important for me): culinary school is European-based and teaches the most “Westernized” standard in cooking. Through my research, I found that most culinary schools spend only a few days on “Asian cuisine.” Can you imagine trying to learn ALL of Asian cooking in a matter of three or four days? I don’t even know 100 percent of all of my mom’s recipes, and that’s from only one tiny part of India! My love for cooking was rooted in my heritage, so it wouldn’t make sense for me to enter an institution that didn’t focus on helping me hone those skills. So, for all those reasons, I opted out of going to culinary school and instead continued working on my skills independently.

My affinity for cooking turned more serious when I became a full-time vegetarian, about thirteen years ago. I often dined out in New York City, informed the host-waiter that I am a vegetarian, and they would promptly point me to the salads or side dishes on the menu. I would think to myself, “What am I? A rabbit?! I have never grown up eating a salad as a meal!” That’s when it occurred to me—it’s not their fault, it’s just that the Western world is not aware of all the amazing dishes that can be created simply out of vegetables!

In order to break the mold of the Western plate: meat, potatoes, vegetable, I started a blog to showcase all of the dishes that anyone can make using vegetables. At the time, I used the only public social media platform available—Twitter—to share my recipes. From there, my original creations were featured on PETA, Meatless Monday, and across several brand profiles. My obsession with wanting to showcase all the cool and accessible possibilities with vegetarian cooking didn’t stop there. I went so far as to incorporate this obsession into every corporate job I had: I started a “Bread-Off” baking challenge while at Publicis Groupe and pioneered a Bloomberg Pantry Social Account while at Bloomberg LP, sharing all the meal possibilities using their pantry snacks and ultimately becoming an official account for Bloomberg LP. All the while, I was packing my lunch every day for work, similarly to how my mom packed us lunches when I was a child on Staten Island, in segmented lunch boxes.

I knew I had to do more to prove my credibility in the food industry. As a self-taught cook who is not a food writer full-time for a major publication, the climb is that much steeper. I began trying out for Food Network Star by attending open casting calls and after two failed attempts, I reevaluated my approach. What story was I trying to tell? All of my recipes were vegetarian, the majority vegan, but there wasn’t a clear connection between my present-day life and my upbringing. And that’s when I realized that most of the recipes I was creating were subconsciously associated with my childhood and consciously associated with my current work and travel life. For instance, one of the most popular dishes from my blog at the time was my One Pot Edamame Pasta with Coconut-Turmeric Sauce (a recipe I had been making since 2016, but only posted in 2018 after much testing!). This dish was inspired by the coconut-based curries I indulged in while traveling through Thailand in 2016; my love for Italian pasta as a Staten Island native; and my inclination to use turmeric, because let’s be honest, every Indian dish we ate growing up at home had turmeric! And that’s when it hit me—my style of cooking is not just vegetarian or vegan, it’s a culmination of my heritage and travels, making for Indian-inspired global dishes.

Redemption. In 2016, I discovered the Food Network show Cooks vs. Cons, where four contestants (two amateur and two professional cooks) battle it out to win the title of best cook, and auditioned. This time I had a clear story on who I was and what my cooking style was. Finally, in 2017, I was cast for Season 5, Episode 12, and competed with an all-vegetarian menu and won! The episode was actually named after something I said in the interviews: “I’m nacho average cook.”

This achievement helped put my food and story on the map—I have since won Dishmantled, a fierce cooking competition hosted by Tituss Burgess; been a featured chef on NBC’s TODAY show; a host on an original show on Tastemade Streaming Networks called Dish It Healthy; have starred in campaigns for Amazon, Coca-Cola, and the like; hosted several pop-up dinners around New York City; and was the first Twitter employee to guest chef in New York and San Francisco, serving over two thousand people a custom-curated menu of my original dishes, and have been interviewed and featured in Forbes, CNN, GQ, and more, on my original vegan cooking style.

My story isn’t finished. After my nearly ten-year food journey, while having a full-time career in tech and traveling to nearly forty countries, there are a few things that I’ve learned to practice in my day-to-day to make my life easy: portioning all of my recipes for two people (but they can be easily scaled up to feed four), ensuring that everything I cook is portable, putting my health first (that means no dairy, butter, ghee, or deep-frying), progressing to an all-vegan diet, and trying my best to cook sustainably. As a millennial living and supporting myself in Manhattan, while building on my dreams, all of these aspects are essential in helping me stay healthy, giving me a creative outlet, and living my best veggie life. This cookbook is not only the first time that I’ll be sharing my food journey and story, but also these values of cooking.

The Modern Tiffin will provide you with dozens of Indian-inspired, global dishes that are portable, vegan, portioned for two, and will seamlessly fit into your lifestyle. I hope to inspire your daily routine, changing the way you think about food—breaking that Western-developed mold of a “balanced meal” of meat, potatoes, and vegetable on the side—and rather, opening your tiffin lunch at work and taking a big bite out of your Masala Chickpea Bruschetta, immediately transporting you to the Mediterranean coast of Italy with a surprising Indian kick to perk you up! So, your question shouldn’t be, “Oh, where should I order lunch or dinner from today?” but rather, “Where am I traveling today for lunch?”

So, thank you, baby Priyanka, with your stubbornness and chubby-cheeked face. Even though you refused to eat back then, you made me appreciate not only the skill and creativity of my mom’s cooking, but also my heritage.

I hope to share a bit of my life with you through The Modern Tiffin and bring you along on my food journey. This is only the beginning.

XOXO,

Priyanka
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TIFFINS 101

The Modern Tiffin was born from the memories of my childhood, carrying compartmentalized lunch boxes filled with Indian-inspired dishes cooked by my mom. A little Bombay sandwich paired with a Frooti Mango Drink was not a typical school lunch at P.S. 5 on South Shore, Staten Island, where most kids brought in Lunchables, nor was it accepted; my sisters and I were often teased for our weird-looking lunches. But here’s to breaking those stigmas and sharing the value of tiffin meals with the world!

The concept of Indian tiffins is not well known or imitated in the Western world but deserves greater recognition and broader adoption, because it’s a fun and enticing way to enjoy healthy and tasty cuisine on the go. Traditionally, most Indian meals have several components: a carbohydrate (either a chapati or rice or both), one or two vegetable-based dishes (like stuffed baby eggplant or chana masala, for example), and a soup or stew-like dish like daal (a stewed and spiced lentil-based dish). These components are meant to be eaten together, while still retaining their integrity separately. You will rarely see all of these components piled onto one plate and mixed together—it is almost sacrilegious! A tiffin, with its separate compartments, enables the separation of the dishes, while maintaining portability and the ability to consume them together when you’ve arrived at your destination. The concept helps retain the integrity of each dish, while maintaining how Indian food is traditionally eaten.

But it doesn’t stop there. In India, there are “tiffin-wallahs,” designated delivery personnel who pick up a tiffin every morning from your home, strap it to the back of their bike, and bike it downtown to hand-deliver to you at your office. Now, I don’t expect anyone to strap a tiffin to their bike, but wouldn’t it be cool to have that option? So when you’re not tethered to your desk or home, you can take your meal with you anywhere!

Tiffins are a part of most Indian families’ homes and are passed down from generation to generation. In my possession right now, I have two tiffins: one that originally belonged to my oldest uncle on my father’s side and one that was given to my mom when she got married. How do I know? Because tiffins are, of course, engraved for that personal touch! Now that you’ve read this—can we make tiffins a “thing” in this part of the world? ’Cause I am sure ready to!


MY FOOD PHILOSOPHY

I mentioned earlier that I became a vegetarian about thirteen years ago. Many people assume that I became vegetarian for religious reasons because they take one look at me and think, “You’re Indian, so you must be Hindi (they mean Hindu), so you don’t eat meat, right?” Whoever assumes this isn’t completely incorrect. A large majority of Indians—over 80 percent—are Hindu. And generally, Hindus are vegetarian because the philosophy of Hinduism involves respecting all beings and most, if not all, living beings are represented as some Hindu deity or avatar. I am Hindu and I do practice many of the spiritual and philosophical teachings of Hinduism, but that is not the only reason why I went full-time vegetarian.

In college, I began doing research on the meat industry after reading Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma (I highly recommend this book if you haven’t already dabbled in it). This book piqued my interest in better understanding where my food actually comes from, especially in America, and how we, as humans, have evolved into consuming it versus how we were biologically meant to eat food. Long story short, after doing far too much research, watching many documentaries and one too many PETA videos, I made the decision to cut meat from my diet completely cold turkey. To be honest, I was never a huge fan (eating only chicken and seafood at times) and never craved it—I like vegetables way more. I love animals far too much to be a cause for their harm. Why are my pets, pug Uglee (yes, that was his name) and shih tzus Romeo and Juliet, different from any other animal on this planet? Why is one kind of animal harmed for food and one bred for love?

So, how has all this research and background shaped my food philosophy? I believe we should treat every being as we would want to be treated, and I mean every being. We are all on this planet for a purpose, and I think respecting one another is so important. Every being is essential for our ecosystem to flourish and thrive, which, by the way, we are doing a terrible job of sustaining. This is why I evolved into cooking all vegan for more than three years now—because it’s not just meat, but also dairy, eggs, palm oil, fashion, travel; so many industries are contributing to the detriment of animals and the environment. If I can share the wealth of knowledge I’ve learned on how to make delicious food without harming any being around us, why not share it? If I can share what I’ve learned by living in America and traveling around the world, why not share it? The possibilities of what you can eat are just as delicious, satisfying, and most importantly, good for you without putting another life at stake.

I hope my food philosophy opens your minds and palates to all the delicious and cruelty-free possibilities out there, because animals are far too cute, loving, and essential for us and our planet to put on a plate as a hunk of unnecessary meat. Don’tcha think?


TRAVELING THE WORLD

This section of my introduction may sound pretentious: Oh, look at me, just traveling the world on my free time, la-di-da! I know how this sounds, trust me. But if you want to understand the full background of my cookbook, then you have to understand this large part of my life. Since infancy, I grew up traveling to India nearly every year of my life. My whole family, with the exception of my immediate family, lives in India, so it was essential for us to travel there to stay connected to our family and roots. And, fortunately, my family had the opportunity to travel. But it didn’t stop there. We traveled somewhere different nearly every other year, from Alaska to Hawaii to a full European tour and Mexican adventure—we touched quite a few places! Traveling not only offered new adventures of exploring a destination, but also allowed me to immerse myself in different cultures and foods. These childhood experiences gave me the itch to travel at a young age.

This brings me to today. Over the last four or five years, I set a personal goal to travel to at least two or three new countries a year, which meant spending efficiently throughout the year to save for travel and coming up with creative ways of traveling, for instance traveling to a destination where I might have a friend temporarily living or crashing my sister’s work trips (ha, sorry, Kirth!). Either way, I found a way and I’m happy to report that I have traveled to thirty-seven countries—it would have been forty in 2020, but we all know how that year went. So in addition to my travels growing up, I have now added Australia, Japan, Thailand, Central Mexico, Spain, Portugal, and Central America to the list—some of which you will find direct influences from in this book!

My travels have greatly influenced my outlook on food, culinary senses, and, most importantly, inspiration for my everyday dishes. Not only are the recipes different in other countries outside of America, but the method and style of eating is different, too. For instance, street food is huge in every Asian country—most diets include many of these delicious and cheap street eats, generally made with local fresh ingredients. Also, the concept of a “balanced plate,” containing a giant hunk of protein at the center with carbs and veggies on the side, is nowhere to be found outside of America. Finally, the quality of ingredients vastly differs from what is available in America.

These culinary aspects of exploring different countries fascinate me and have hugely influenced my continued love for cooking and eating. And so, each chapter within The Modern Tiffin explores a country and culture that I have traveled to and/or regularly grew up experiencing. I hope each chapter brings you on a journey with me and that you’re able to relive some of my favorite travel moments through food.

What’s next on my list of travels? Well, I guess you’ll just have to keep following my journey to find out!
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TIPS & TRICKS GETTING THE BASICS RIGHT



WHERE TO BUY A TIFFIN

Given the name of this book—The Modern Tiffin—you’re probably wondering, “Where can I buy a tiffin?” The answer is—many places! If you’re interested in living out the portability feature of this cookbook, you can certainly do so by leveraging a classic Indian tiffin, and you can find these steel tiffins at any South Asian or Indian supermarket, and even online. But, if you’re looking for something a little modern, pun intended, some of the brands I love have created sustainable and portable food wares. Klean Kanteen and Prep’d by Tastemade are two of my favorite modern tiffins available to purchase online. However, if you’re trying to live that zero-waste life, then the most accessible “tiffins” are your takeout containers. Yup! I reuse any container I get with a delivery or takeout order and give all of them a new life. It’s a great way to repurpose already existing containers, minimize the use of plastic production, and it’s much more financially sustainable. Talk about modern, sustainable, and economically efficient tiffins!


FAVORITE TOOLS IN MY KITCHEN

I’m going to let you in on a little secret: I don’t have many fancy gadgets in my kitchen. It’s true! I’m a simple chef and I take pride in that. I don’t think one needs many fancy tools to make a delicious and uniquely flavored meal. But I do have my favorites, and some of them are essential for this cookbook. Here goes!

MORTAR AND PESTLE: This is by far my favorite tool in the kitchen, and in my opinion, one of the most versatile. It can grind dry or wet spices and make chutneys, pestos, and everyone’s beloved guacamole. I use a mortar and pestle to grind my dry whole spices throughout this book (and to make my Mexican Mango Gazpacho) because it allows the slow release of the natural oils and flavors from the whole spices, allowing for a more bold, vibrant, and flavorful dish. My recommendation is to use a marble or stone mortar with a heavy pestle so it can do most of the work for you (with less effort on your part!). At my parents’ home, we use a traditional black stone mortar and pestle, which Maa brought over from India (it took up one checked bag!), and I use a heavy white marble mortar and pestle at my home—a modern mortar and pestle ;).

TRADITIONAL COCONUT GRATER: When I was growing up, my parents brought home fresh mature coconuts from the Indian temples or grocery stores, cracking them open in the backyard, quickly drinking the coconut water, and then grating each half against our traditional coconut grater. This grater—also a gadget brought over from India—is a slab of wood fit with a spherical serrated blade. You place the coconut half, flesh side down, against the blade and rotate with the handle until all of the meat is finely grated. We’d then pack the coconut into freezer bags and freeze until we needed to use it. Fresh coconut has a short shelf life, which is why we immediately freeze it to preserve the freshness. Grated coconut can last in the freezer for months, up to a year. This grater is not essential for this cookbook, but it sure is neat. It’s a staple in our family household that I hope Maa passes down to me! For now, I use the good-quality fresh frozen grated coconut that is so readily available.

MICROPLANE: The Microplane fine grater is a key tool in my kitchen. I use it to grate citrus, nutmeg, ginger, garlic… the list goes on. It’s a fantastic way to add bold flavors in an even and finely grated manner, so they can evenly incorporate into a dish and no one receives a giant piece of ginger, garlic, or citrus in their food.

FOOD PROCESSOR: Don’t be shocked, but I do not own a Vitamix. That’s right. I do most, if not all, of my blending in a food processor. My recommendation is to get a good-quality food processor with dual blades that has chop, puree, and pulse modes. This allows for the easy production of smooth and creamy sauces, chunky chutneys or salsas, and even dry chutneys and seasonings.

IMMERSION BLENDER: The best handy tool in the kitchen, pun intended! I love having an immersion blender on hand, because it’s an easy way to blend sauces directly in a pan or pot, without having to transfer it to a blender. It also provides the flexibility to blend a sauce just slightly, if you want a more rustic feel. This tool is perfect for the Mango Gazpacho recipe.

STAND MIXER: It should be no surprise to you that I love desserts, cakes, and anything deliciously sweet, which means I have a stand mixer and you should, too! Stand mixers are a kitchen staple and countertop piece. I use mine for mixing cookie and cake batters, bread and loaf batters, for whipping frosting and coconut whipped cream, combining piecrust and other doughs—you name it, I mix it. A stand mixer is certainly an investment, so my advice is to get a good one and get the color you want, because that mixer is going to stay on your counter… maybe forever!

CHEF’S KNIFE: This sounds like a no-brainer, but I am shocked how many people don’t have a chef’s knife in their kitchen! It is essential and, like a stand mixer, a good-quality one is certainly an investment. A chef’s knife enables you to cut any shape or size, and is easy to handle. My preferred chef’s knife has a six-inch Japanese blade, specifically Shun. Why? The Japanese culture has been handcrafting steel blades for centuries—they know what they’re doing. Japanese chef’s knives have a layered steel blade, which makes for a more precise and sharper cut, plus the handle and weight of the blade itself are very light, so the overall weight of the knife is much less than a knife with a German blade, for instance. And for someone who’s a weakling like me, it’s absolutely perfect. Trust me on this!

VEGETABLE PEELER: This sounds standard, but not only do I use my vegetable peeler to peel veggies and the rough outer layers on root vegetables, but I make vegetable ribbons from carrots and zucchini and citrus peels with it as well. This is a perfect tool to use for my Vietnamese-Style Vermicelli Noodle Salad, to make vegetable ribbons as a shortcut to julienning the vegetables by hand.

NONSTICK SKILLETS: Another obvious, but underrated, kitchen tool. You’ll notice that a lot, if not all, of my recipes in this book are cooked in a nonstick skillet. My advice is to invest in a set of three aluminum, good-quality nonstick skillets (small, medium, and large), preferably dishwasher-safe with a steel handle. I find these pans distribute heat evenly while cooking, are easy to clean up, and are oven-safe and lightweight.

STAINLESS-STEEL THREE-QUART SAUCEPAN: Yet another obvious but overlooked kitchen tool; I love my steel saucepan. I use it to boil pasta and make savory sauces (and gooey vegan caramel sauce), syrups, glazes—the list goes on and on! I find this size and style of pot very versatile, especially since we are not cooking for a large crowd with these recipes.

CAST-IRON AEBLESKIVER PAN: This one is a weird but essential pan for my Corn Bread Gulab Jamuns. Known as a Danish pancake pan, or in my family’s household, “the fud pan,” as we use it to make fud—a rice and lentil fermented dough, mixed with tempered spices, and cooked until golden brown and crisp and served with spicy coconut chutney. Sounds delicious, right? It is. I love this pan—it’s fun, different, and alleviates the need for deep-frying my gulab jamuns. Invest in a heavyweight, cast-iron aebleskiver pan. Like other cast-iron pans, it will last forever!

LOAF PAN: A standard nonstick 8 ½ x 4 ½ x 2  ½-inch loaf pan is great to bake loaf cakes, breads, savory dishes like a potato gratin, and most importantly, to bake up my Almond-Tahini Cake with Rose Syrup and Pistachio.

BUNDT CAKE PAN: I absolutely love this pan—you add regular ol’ cake batter, and it turns into something whimsical. I especially love a miniature Bundt cake pan, which is key for my Bondi Blue Tea Cakes—the perfectly precious size!

SILICONE SPATULA: Another underrated tool. I not only love the spatula for baking and incorporating batters together, but I use it for cooking savory dishes in my nonstick skillets. It doesn’t scratch or stick on the skillet and is perfect for delicate batters (especially when cooking with egg substitutes in a pan) or doing a quick sauté. It is also perfect for making sure you scoop out every last drop of goodness from your food processor or blender!

OFFSET SPATULA: An essential tool for a baker, this is perfect for spreading frosting evenly, distributing batter, carving around a baked cake or loaf pan before unmolding—the uses are endless!

THIN STEEL SPATULA: This tool is great for removing freshly baked cookies, molding piecrust or any dough before baking, and flipping pancakes like my Savory Chickpea Flour Pancakes with Tempered Spices!

MANDOLINE: This makes slicing and julienning so easy. When used properly with a guard, it can make the work so fast. I have it on hand to thinly slice potatoes, ginger, and even garlic!

PARCHMENT PAPER: Not a tool in the traditional sense, but this is environmentally friendly, nonstick, and has a variety of uses. I use it to line baking sheets and pans, to roll out piecrust, and to line a platter with paper towel to drain excess oil from anything that has been shallow-fried.






ALL ABOUT SPICES!

STORING SPICES

I feel like there is a misconception around dried spices. Granted, they are not fresh vegetables or fruits, but that doesn’t mean they can’t lose their freshness, taste, and aroma. I treat spices similarly to fresh produce, by consistently replenishing them, because they can get stale and lose their flavor. I store them carefully, and I work with them in a specific manner, too. Here are my tips to get the most life and spice (see what I did there?) out of your dried spices.
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