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Welcome to our cookbook. We’re so excited to cook with you! Before we get started, allow us to introduce ourselves.
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[image: An illustrated Auyon and Jyoti stand barefoot on a tiled floor beside a statue of the Hindu deity Ganesha. Auyon is smiling and wearing a striped purple apron over a white shirt and blue pants. He raises one hand in greeting. Jyoti wears a brown and gold shawl over traditional attire and holds her hands in a respectful namaste gesture. Between them is an ornate Ganesha statue on a pedestal, with leafy plants sketched in the background.]







HELLO! MY NAME IS JYOTI. My family is from Punjab, a North Indian state known for its flatbreads, tandoori dishes, and an abiding love of dairy. Despite of my keen fondness for homestyle Punjabi fare while growing up, I never actually learned to cook as a young girl. I was much too focused on my studies and schoolwork.


All that studying landed me in medical school, where I met my husband, Jhulan, whose family is Bengali. Even though Punjab and West Bengal are both Indian states, they feel like different countries. Our courtship was a whirlwind introduction to a new cuisine, language, and culture. I soon learned to speak, read, and write Bengali, and also grew familiar with the fish, rice, and dessert preparations that Bengal is famous for.


It wasn’t until Jhulan and I moved abroad to the United States in the late 1970s that I began learning to cook in earnest. Watery daals and misshapen rotis marred the early days, but I quickly improved with daily practice and the help of my mother, Nirmal, and my mother-in-law, Sumana, during their visits.


The birthplaces of our three sons—Arnob in Dallas, Texas; Auyon in Richmond, Virginia; and Aroop in Overland Park, Kansas—mark the circuitous route we took to find our home here in the Midwest. Not long before we left Virginia, we learned that Arnob, our eldest, had a moderate learning disability. I retired from medicine to be a full-time mom, a decision that I am so grateful to have made, and to have been able to make. By this point, I had also become a decent cook, having learned not only how to make the Punjabi and Bengali dishes of my youth and young adulthood, but also how to adapt them to whatever limited ingredients were available in the American supermarkets of the 1970s and ’80s. (See the Masala Brussels Sprouts recipe on page 93 for an example.)


As our kids grew and started expressing opinions and desires with enthusiasm, my cooking evolved yet again. Pizzas, pastas, and sandwiches, instead of the Indian fare that Jhulan and I preferred, were the most frequent requests. We found a middle ground by alternating between Western and Indian dinners nightly (although my Western preparations admittedly featured a liberal use of Indian spices).


The current chapter of my cooking journey began in 2010, when I attempted to donate an Indian meal for eight as part of a charity auction. I was told there was already another home-cooked meal on offer, so I took an organizer’s suggestion to provide a cooking class instead. By the end of that first class, I was smitten. With Jhulan’s encouragement, I began teaching regularly, and I have now hosted several thousand students through my kitchen. The joy of teaching and serving as a cultural conduit has been compounded by the thrill of running my own nonprofit, something I never thought to dream of as a young hospitalist.


The first classes I taught featured the foods of Punjab and Bengal, but my boundaries soon broadened. I began learning and teaching dishes from other states like Kerala, Goa, Gujarat, and Maharashtra. While growing up, I would only have encountered these cuisines in restaurants and at friends’ houses, and there is a strong likelihood that I never would have learned to cook any of them had I stayed in India. That my classes have not only inspired countless connections with the local Kansas City community, but also strengthened and deepened my bond with India, is a curious and beautiful thing.


The writing of this book, a collection of my favorite recipes to teach from all across India, has been a long-standing dream of mine. I’m so pleased it is finally out in the world. Thank you for your support.
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HI! MY NAME IS AUYON, and I’m Jyoti’s middle son. I was born in Richmond, Virginia, and grew up in Kansas City. These days, I live in New England, where I went to college and then stuck around. I’m a member of the indie-folk band Darlingside, in which I sing, songwrite, and play a few instruments.


My bandmates can attest that I spend most of my time thinking about food. My primary extra-musical role when we are in a recording studio is making sure everyone is fed. When we meet other touring musicians, my first questions involve restaurant-hunting strategies and dietary preferences. Side jobs, when I’ve had occasion to hold them, have been kitchen-adjacent, in restaurants and groceries. All to say, I love cooking and I love eating. Most of all, though, I love eating my mom’s cooking, which is why I’m here.


My mom initially brought me on to test recipes and otherwise help with the writing, but my role eventually expanded into co-authorship. Cookbooks make up a significant proportion of my worldly possessions, so the prospect of having a hand in writing one was too tempting to pass up. It also proved a much larger project than I anticipated. Much of that was my own fault—as a complement to my mom’s recipes and anecdotes, I wanted to present historical and cultural context, which meant diving headfirst into a field of study I was largely unfamiliar with. Despite the yearslong stress of feeling out of my depth, and after wearing my dear mother’s patience down to a nub, I can now say that it all truly feels worthwhile. I am proud of what my mom and I have been able to put together, and I am grateful to you for picking up a copy.
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What to Expect


Jyoti Our cookbook is a collection of recipes I have enjoyed teaching from my classes, peppered with historical and cultural vignettes by Auyon. Many of our recipes draw from the Hindu, upper middle class kitchens of my mother and mother-in-law. Differences in religion, socioeconomic standing, and caste ancestry play a huge role in the great diversity of Indian cooking, and we acknowledge that our offering is only a narrow slice of this broad ambit.


We include dishes from all over India (with an emphasis on the cuisines of Punjab and Bengal), but our book is by no means geographically comprehensive. Nor can most of the recipes be described as fast or easy— a few even take the better part of a day, like Kacchi Hyderabadi Biryani (page 186). Since my classes are designed for newcomers and veterans alike, we included a thorough guide to the basics in the introductory materials. That said, many of the more involved recipes will take time, work, and practice, even for folks who spend a lot of time in the kitchen.


Please also be aware that we will occasionally propose things that might make you uncomfortable, or at least challenge the edicts of contemporary food writing. We will ask you, for example, to sometimes cook with a frozen vegetable regardless of whether a fresh version is available. We will encourage, even insist, that you use a nonstick pan for a broad range of dishes, not just eggs. We will even suggest that you consume mustard oil, which the FDA staunchly refuses to approve for human consumption (even though a vast swath of the Asian continent uses the stuff as its primary cooking fat, see page 171).


Be brave. Cook boldly!









ON AUTHENTICITY


Auyon There is no formal codification or seminal set of texts within Indian gastronomy. With few exceptions, seeking recipes that might properly and exclusively be deemed “authentic” is a fool’s errand for the vast breadth of Indian cookery.


Even the idea of a monolithic India is a fallacy. As my mom mentioned in her introduction, to cross a state line in India is often to enter a different world. The gulf between the north and south is even broader—the Indo-Aryan languages of northern India like Hindi and Bengali are more closely related to English than they are to the Dravidian languages of South India like Tamil and Kannada. To bring it back around to food, consider the samosa: the delicate, thin-skinned iteration of Mumbai’s Bohra Muslim community might not even be recognized as a samosa by a devotee of the generously built Punjabi version. A great-uncle once wrote to me, “There are many Indias.” There are perhaps just as many authentic samosa recipes.


There is also the matter of diasporic cooking. My mom didn’t begin learning to cook until she arrived in the United States. Many of the remembered flavors of her childhood could not be duplicated exactly, so she adapted and adjusted and made do with what she had. Her cooking is a product of both her country of origin and her new home—the story of immigrant cooking the world over. Our cookbook reflects not only this duality but also some of our own familial quirks. A deep fondness for russet potatoes, for instance, makes them a frequent addition to many of my mom’s meat dishes that are typically (sadly) tuberless in restaurants and other Indian homes.


The history of Indian cooking is the history of India. The cuisine has morphed and evolved through generational retranslations, through conquests and colonizations, and through innumerable connections with foreign lands, from the Silk Road of antiquity to cooking celebrities in the age of Instagram. It is in constant flux, both within and beyond India’s national borders. Any attempt to pin it down is merely a record of a moment and place. Our cookbook was written in this spirit, and our title is a nod to the same intention. The Hindustani word masala, which translates to “spice mixture,” feels an appropriate metaphor for not only the multifaceted quality of my mother’s cooking, but also the twists and turns of history that landed a daughter of Punjab here in the American heartland.






[image: Illustrated depictions of three food items: a garlic bulb with several cloves, a piece of ginger root with slices, and a pile of Nacho Cheese Doritos®. Each item is labeled in handwritten-style text. The garlic and ginger are shown in natural, raw form, while the Doritos are bright orange and stylized with visible seasoning flecks.]











HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Jyoti Indian cooking is not an exact science. Don’t worry about adding a little extra or a little less of something. Although the recipes in this book are as specific as possible about quantitative details like ingredient measurements and cooking times, such precision is a wildly foreign concept in most Indian home kitchens.


If you like ginger or garlic, you are welcome to add more. Bigger changes (like substituting chicken for lamb) will often change the cooking time, but we’ve included sensory cues in addition to cooking times to allow for flexibility. We recommend making each dish as prescribed the first couple of times, taking care to note the appearance, smell, taste, and texture of the ingredients as the recipe progresses. Once you feel you have a recipe down, start to experiment and substitute. Cooking at its best is an improvisational art form.


Taste often—early on, any time you add an ingredient, and at the end. The more often you taste, the more you’ll understand how each ingredient and cooking segment contributes to the whole, and how to better adjust a dish to your preferences. The only caveat here is to please forgo tasting when there are any health or safety concerns (i.e., don’t try to taste hot frying oil or nibble a dish that still has uncooked meat in it).


Auyon Although the traditional way to eat most of the savory preparations in this book is warm with white basmati rice or a flatbread, don’t let that limit you. Try them in tortillas as Indian tacos, over other grains like farro or brown rice, or on nachos. We sprinkled a few of our own favorite corruptions (like crushed Doritos over daal and rice!) throughout the book in the spirit of experimentation and encouragement.


Finally, while we believe that cooking from scratch produces the most delicious meals, you can always use shortcuts like pre-ground spices, store-bought achaars (Indian pickles), and canned beans if you’re short on time or energy.









SALT, FAT, AND CHILI


Unlike most cookbooks, we prescribe salt measurements for most all of our recipes. “Salting to taste” is a great bit of advice if you know how the food should taste, but since you might not have cooked these dishes before, we include ballpark measurements just in case. Proper salting, which often involves adding more than you might think, is essential for making spices and flavors pop. (The few exceptional recipes that include a “salt to taste” instruction are those that involve a pre-seasoned ingredient like cooked chickpeas, potatoes, or rice.)


All of our prescriptions were calculated using Morton table salt. If you cook with flaky or kosher salt, keep in mind that those bigger crystals don’t compact as well, so you may need to add a bit more to make up for the empty space. You also don’t need to add all the salt at once—feel free to add a bit every time you add an ingredient, tasting at each step if possible.


Some of the recipes might also involve a larger amount of oil or ghee than you are used to. Resist any temptation to skimp on the fat, as the amount we prescribe is necessary for proper cooking and browning. While Indians have no compunctions about serving a dish with a bit of oil floating on top (and will sometimes go so far as to fold extra fat into the food at celebratory events to enrich the fare), you can certainly skim off excess fat just before serving if you desire. The flavorful oil can be refrigerated and used later.


Many people mistakenly think of Indian food as universally hot and spicy. Although there is a rich tradition of spice use across the subcontinent, chili peppers are only one component—and given that they were unknown in India until the arrival of the Portuguese, a relatively recent addition! For those who are heat-sensitive, any dish in this book can be made with the chili content reduced or removed entirely (and for color, paprika can always be substituted for cayenne).


Our recipes were written to have a mild to moderate heat content, but bear in mind that heat can vary greatly from pepper to pepper, even within the same cultivar. It’s often helpful to taste a bit of any single pepper you use before cooking to get a sense of its potency. An easy way to adjust a pepper’s heat is by removing its pith and seeds. Capsaicin is the compound that lends chilies their pungency, and it is most concentrated in the white pith in which the seeds are sometimes embedded. If you are worried about getting capsaicin on your fingers, try using kitchen shears to mince rather than a knife (or wear gloves).






[image: An illustration of three green chili peppers on a cutting board. Above them, handwritten text reads “15th/16th Century Immigrants,” referencing the historical introduction of chili peppers to South Asia through early global trade and colonization.]











Vocabulary, Gear & Ingredients




	The ounce measurements in this book refer to weight, not volume. Relatedly, while we primarily use volumetric measurements when listing ingredients, we also often include weights, both metric and imperial, for vegetables and legumes. Use whichever is most convenient, and do not worry if your 1 cup of blended onion proves to be heavier or lighter than our 1 cup. The recipe will be fine.


	
No need to get too fussy about any of this, but “chopped” should approximate a ¼-inch (6-mm) dice, “finely chopped” an ⅛-inch (3-mm) dice, and “minced” as small as you can manage.



	For stirring instructions, “frequently” means roughly every minute or two, and “occasionally” every 3 or 4 minutes.


	Order of operations primer: “1 teaspoon cumin seeds, roasted and ground” indicates you should start with 1 teaspoon of whole cumin seeds and then roast and grind them, whereas “1 teaspoon chopped cilantro” means you should chop the cilantro first and then measure out 1 teaspoon.


	Serving sizes are a subjective matter, especially with Indian cooking. Since dishes are traditionally served simultaneously (and sometimes without any clear hierarchy) across much of the subcontinent, the side versus main distinction is often inapplicable. All to say, we’ve done our best to estimate serving sizes based on how we eat, but you may need to adjust based on the needs of your table. Remember also that the more dishes you serve during a meal, the more servings you’ll get from each dish.


	The “+” sign between two measurements of a given ingredient in the ingredient list means that you will use those two measurements at different times within the recipe. For example, if you need 2 cups of milk early in the recipe and then 1 cup later in the recipe, it will be listed as “2 cups + 1 cup milk.”









[image: An illustration showing three different food preparation styles: “Chopped” with large, roughly square pieces; “Finely Chopped” with smaller, uniform cubes; and “Minced” with tiny, irregular fragments. Each style is labeled in handwritten text, visually comparing the size and texture differences in chopping techniques.]
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ON TITLES


For the linguistically curious, the colored dots on either side of each recipe title reflect the language of origin.


HINDUSTANI BENGALI TAMIL KONKANI ENGLISH
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HANDY STUFF TO HAVE AROUND




	a good, sharp knife or two, including a chef’s knife (also useful for crushing spices and nuts)


	a couple of pans, one of which is large (10 to 14 inches // 25 to 36 cm in diameter), nonstick, and lidded (see page 92 for more on nonstick cookware)


	a pot or two, one of which is large, nonstick, and lidded


	a few small or medium (8 to 10 inches // 20 to 25 cm) pots and pans


	a mortar and pestle for coarse grinding or smashing


	an electric coffee grinder (that you don’t use for coffee!) for finely grinding whole, dry spices


	a stand blender


	a food processor


	a rolling pin


	a deep wok or Dutch oven for deep-frying


	a digital, instant-read thermometer with a long probe and a temperature range that reaches 400°F (200°C), also for deep-frying


	a pair of tongs


	a slotted spoon or spider strainer


	a roasting rack or roasting net for stovetop dry-roasting


	butter muslin or fine cheesecloth for making paneer, ghee, and spice sachets


	a grater or Microplane (for ginger, we love the ceramic nippled plate graters)


	a digital kitchen scale


	a frying pan splatter screen


	wooden or metal skewers for kabobs


	a pressure cooker or Instant Pot (optional, see page 27)









[image: An instructional illustration showing how to crush spices using the side of a chef’s knife. A person presses down on the flat blade of the knife with the palm of one hand while holding the handle with the other. The knife is positioned over small spice pieces on a cutting board. Labels identify the knife, hand placement, and spices.]











PRODUCE




	As you begin cooking each dish, our vegetable prep is straightforward. Wash all vegetables and fruits before using. There is no need to seed tomatoes or peel vegetables unless otherwise specified. Onions and garlic are always assumed peeled.


	To cut a vegetable lengthwise, slice it from pole to pole (along its length). To cut something crosswise, cut it through the equator.


	We will call for a size for most produce (those that can vary widely). Don’t worry if you end up cooking with something slightly too large or small. The dish will be fine.


	For reference, compare small onions and tomatoes to billiard balls, medium to tennis balls, and large to softballs. Small, medium, and large potatoes are roughly 2½, 3½, and 5 inches (6, 8.5, and 12.5 cm) in length, respectively.


	Use russet potatoes and yellow onions unless otherwise specified.









[image: An instructional illustration showing two ways to cut a potato: lengthwise and crosswise. On the left, a potato is halved vertically (lengthwise), revealing its elongated interior. On the right, a potato is halved horizontally (crosswise), displaying a rounder cross-section. Both cutting styles are labeled above the corresponding illustrations.]















[image:  An illustration of a stovetop pressure cooker emitting loud steam with the sound “KSHHHHHHH” written in bold letters. The cooker is set on a lit gas burner. Above the steam, a title reads “A Note on Pressure Cooking and Efficiency,” suggesting a discussion of time-saving cooking methods.]




AUYON The pressure cooker, the noisy and steam-exhausting ancestor of today’s Instant Pot, has long been a standby in Indian kitchens worldwide. The technology, which makes quick work of recipes that are otherwise long-simmering, is particularly well suited to the curries and stews of Indian cuisine. That said, pressure cooking is a convenience, not a necessity—there’s no need to go out and purchase a machine for the purpose of using this book.


You might ask why we are releasing a volume largely based on stovetop cooking at a time when Instant Pot blogs and cookbooks, replete with similar recipes that take just a fraction of the time, abound. Our answer? We believe the Instant Pot is a useful tool for softening legumes and meat, but much is lost when a dish is pressure cooked from start to finish. Spices don’t infuse as well, while vegetables and meat don’t brown as nicely. The resulting dish is often a hazy photocopy, lacking the crisp edges and subtle complexity of the original.


We understand that for many people, getting a meal to the table as quickly as possible is of the utmost importance. Relatedly, we acknowledge that the ability to take one’s time to cook is a privilege. If speed and efficiency in the kitchen are crucial metrics for you, we respectfully submit that many of the recipes in this book may not be useful to you. Our goal here is to lead you to reproduce our favorite recipes just as we enjoy them in our home. Some of those recipes take time, but we feel that time is reflected in the outcome.









DAIRY




	Regarding fat content for milk and yogurt in our recipes (and in life), whole is best. It’s fine to use 2 percent, but be aware that yogurt with a lower fat content can split, or curdle, when added to a hot dish. The risk of splitting can be mitigated by whisking a bit of the hot sauce or curry into the yogurt before adding the mixture to the pot. (This technique is known as tempering, but bears no relation to the spice tempering technique on page 31, at least as far as we know.) Fridge-cold yogurt is also more likely to separate when added to a hot dish. We generally prescribe using room temperature yogurt for such purposes, but the same tempering technique described above can be employed if you forget to take it out of the fridge.


	Whenever yogurt is called for, avoid store-bought Greek yogurt. Commercial varieties of Greek yogurt sometimes have additives and stabilizers that can compromise the texture of a dish once cooked. Other (non-Greek) plain, store-bought yogurts are fine to use.


	We will occasionally call for yogurt to be stirred (to incorporate the liquid, or whey, back in) or to be left unstirred. The former is helpful for curries and sauces where the yogurt needs to be incorporated into a dish, whereas the latter is useful when separating the yogurt solids from the liquid whey, as when making Hung Curd (page 41).


	Any time ghee is called for as a cooking medium (to temper spices, etc.), you can substitute canola oil in a pinch.


	Nondairy milk alternatives should not be substituted unless indicated, but lactose-free dairy milks (such as Lactaid) are generally fine to use.










SPICES AND OILS




	Spices can be intimidating. Don’t feel like you need to buy every ingredient listed in the book in advance. Instead, determine a few recipes you’re excited to make. Buy what you need for those, and continue to slowly acquire spices as you need them. Dried spices keep for a long time, especially if stored properly, so you don’t need to worry about them going bad if you don’t use them for a while. Never hesitate to get experimental with your new acquisitions, either. (As a result of building up a spice cabinet for recipe testing, Auyon started throwing fennel seeds into and onto everything—smoothies, peanut butter toast, homemade granola—and he hasn’t yet looked back.)













[image: An illustrated Q&A guide titled “Spice Shopping Q&A” with tips for buying Indian spices. In the center, Auyon and Jyoti walk through a grocery store decorated with Diwali garlands. Speech bubbles around them address common questions: Where should I buy these ingredients? — A local Indian grocery, if available, is suggested for authenticity and variety.; Any tips on buying them? — Whole spices are fresher and more flavorful; buy ground spices in small amounts.; Why can I never find curry leaves or green chilies? — They are often unlabeled and tucked away in corners or coolers.; Do the store staff always seem so misanthropic? — Humorously answered: “No, they are like that with me too.”; Is there anything else I should get? — Indian pickles (achaar), especially mango or pachranga, are recommended.; Illustrations at the bottom show labeled drawings of ginger, curry leaves, and green chilies being held. The guide also encourages trying achaar with rice and daal, adding yogurt, and checking the book’s recipe section for more.]









	
Oxygen, heat, light, and time render spices less potent. Keep spices in a cool, dark place (ideally some distance away from sources of heat like your oven and stovetop), and favor buying smaller quantities that you’ll go through more quickly. Spices, both whole and ground, should be kept in airtight containers. Ground spices and spice mixes start to lose their zing after a few months, whereas whole spices will last a few years. If you have any half-filled jars that have been kicking around the back of your cupboard for the better part of a decade, dump them and invest in some fresh ingredients. It will make a difference.



	Spices are used in a variety of ways—added whole, ground into a wet paste, used as a dry powder, etc.—and a single spice is sometimes employed in multiple forms within the same dish. Each treatment draws out a different flavor, so the way in which spices are added to a dish is just as important as the types that are used.


	Part of the adventure of eating home-cooked Indian food is navigating obstacles like bones and whole spices like cinnamon sticks and bay leaves, which are necessary for proper flavor but are not themselves meant to be eaten. Use your hands to sort through things, and warn your fellow guests in case they are new to the cuisine. If you prefer, you can also remove the whole spices before serving; in that case we would reserve the cooked spices and store them with the leftovers, as they continue to impart flavor.


	We use and recommend canola or vegetable oil for most cooking and deep-frying unless otherwise specified. (Feel free to substitute other oils, but do make sure that whatever you use has a high enough smoke point for the cooking method.) Like spices, oils need to be stored in a cool, dark place to prevent them from turning rancid. Buy in quantities you’ll go through in a couple of months, and store oil away from ovens and other heat sources.


	For more on spices and herbs, see our guide to Spices and Sundry (page 269).
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Getting All the Good Stuff


When grinding a small amount of spices, a small brush (like an unused toothbrush) can be handy for getting all of the freshly ground goodness out of a mortar or an electric grinder.












TADKA






[image: An illustration labeled “Tadka” shows a visual comparison of cumin seeds before and after tempering. On the left, “Cumin Pre-Tadka” depicts pale, raw cumin seeds. On the right, “Cumin Post-Tadka” shows darker, toasted cumin seeds after being sizzled in hot oil. The image highlights the color and texture change during the traditional Indian cooking technique of tempering spices.]




Tadka, or the tempering of spices, is an Indian culinary technique that involves heating oil or ghee until quite hot and then adding (usually whole) spices. The spices swell, darken, sizzle, and/or pop shortly after hitting the oil, and their flavors transform and deepen. The infused oil and spices (also known as chaunk or baghaar) are then either used as a base for starting a dish or drizzled over a prepared dish to add an extra dimension of flavor. Once you get the hang of it, the process can be applied to all sorts of things, including nachos and buttered popcorn!


The process is relatively fast-paced and involves adding things to hot oil, so it’s worth exercising some caution. The oil sometimes spits, most often with seeds that pop (like black mustard seeds) or ingredients that have some moisture (like curry leaves.) Try to keep hands and eyes a safe distance from the action. Activating a hood vent if you have one is generally a good idea too—especially when tempering dried chilies, which can produce a cough-inducing vapor.


The duration depends as much on the temperature of the oil as on the spices used. Pay more attention to the visual cues in the recipes (spices darkening, sizzling, or popping) than the estimated times, because it’s hard to gauge the exact temperature of the oil. Something that took us 25 to 30 seconds could take as few as 5 seconds or as long as a minute for you, depending on the temperature of your oil.


Spices are delicate and can quickly burn in hot oil, so they must be monitored closely while tempering. Remove the pan from the stovetop and swirl it to cool the contents down as necessary. Sometimes things will be too far gone, though. When that happens, take a deep breath, discard the burned mixture, wash the pan, and start again. It’s never worth ruining a dish over a few minutes of saved time and a handful of spices.









Tips & Techniques




step one


Be sure to give recipes a thorough read-through for any do-ahead instructions (like soaking or marinating) and to ensure that you have all the necessary gear (see page 24) before you start cooking.







be prepared


We recommend setting out, measuring, and chopping all ingredients before turning the stove on. Mise en place is the French term for this practice, which translates to “put in place.” As you get more familiar with a dish and with Indian cooking in general, you can be a bit more freewheeling with prep and measurements. When working through a recipe for the first time, though, it will make life easier to have everything prepped and within arm’s reach, especially for quicker processes like tempering spices (see page 31). Most ingredients are fine to sit while you get your prep done. Two caveats: if you cut potatoes well in advance of cooking, it is helpful to keep them submerged in water to prevent them from oxidizing and discoloring; similarly, eggplant should be cut just before cooking, not in advance.







don’t undercook your onions


The longer an onion is cooked, the greater its depth of flavor. Dark, sweet, and jammy caramelized onions are the pinnacle of this transformation, which can take up to an hour on the stovetop. None of the recipes in this book involve fully caramelized onions, but it’s good to keep that outcome in mind, because most cooks new to Indian cooking tend to underbrown onions for fear of burning them. As long as your heat isn’t set too high, err on the side of overcooking rather than undercooking. Although some of our recipes include onions cooked only until soft and translucent, several involve cooking them until the edges are good and brown. Proper browning is crucial to getting the right flavor, texture, and color for a given dish, so be patient and stir often.






[image: An illustration showing three stages of cooking chopped onions. From left to right: raw onions are pale and translucent; lightly browned onions are golden with caramelized edges; fully caramelized onions are deep brown and soft. The image highlights the progression of texture and color as onions cook.]




For those of you who have a lot of experience caramelizing onions, it’s worth noting that Indian-style onion cookery is hotter, faster, and more fat-intensive than low-and-slow Western methods. You’ll want to keep the onions moving around (more than you’re used to) to make sure nothing burns. If anything does start to stick or scorch, add a spoonful of water and loosen any stuck bits.







wash your rice


To rinse rice, place the rice in a pot and cover with cold water. Give it a quick stir, then drain the rice in a colander over the sink. Repeat a few times until the surface starch has been poured off and the water runs clear. Use the same technique for legumes, which shouldn’t need more than a rinse or two.







read your oil


Our recipes often begin with the instruction to heat the oil and then to add spices “once the oil starts to shimmer.” If you’re having trouble figuring out when that is, start by looking closely at the viscosity of the oil as you move it around in a cool pan. Look at it again once the oil has heated up for 30 seconds or so, and you will see a difference in the way it moves and ripples. (Leave it on the burner for too long and it will start to smoke, which means it’s too hot.) Learning to observe physical cues will improve your cooking, and reading your oil is a great place to start.







trust us, but also trust yourself


We include approximate cooking times for individual directions (i.e., cook the onions until soft and translucent, roughly 8 minutes), but please keep in mind that these timings are only estimations. You will be using a different stove, different pans, and differently chopped ingredients, to say nothing of the variations in humidity, temperature, and atmosphere. With all that in mind, we’ve also included sensory cues to watch out for, so that you can focus your senses on the food and not just the clock. As you get more comfortable with a given recipe, these physical cues will begin to serve as your primary road map. Relatedly, the total cook time we prescribe at the beginning of each recipe (which accounts for prep, active, and inactive cooking time) should be taken as a rough estimate, not a precise measurement.







don’t be afraid to downsize


If any recipe feels like it’s a bit too much for your pan (variability in vegetable sizes is often to blame), feel free to cook in batches or halve the recipe. Frequent stirring-out-of-the-pan accidents and/or needing to cram ingredients to fit are both signs that you might want to rethink your vessel-to-ingredient ratio.









less is more


A pervasive myth is that longer marination times dependably produce a deeper penetration of flavor. In truth, the primary effect of most marinades is a surface-level treatment, and after 6 to 8 hours you reach a point of diminishing returns. (Brining, which we don’t call for in this book, is a notable exception.) Since many Indian marinades include acids like lemon juice or yogurt that can denature meat proteins if left for too long (and result in an undesirable, chalky texture), it is best to keep marination times on the shorter side. Stick to our recommendations and avoid leaving dishes to marinate overnight. Doing so won’t ruin the dish, but it may make the meat mushier than you want.







cut your losses


If things start to scorch, add a bit of water to the pot and then stir to keep things moving (for more on the Indian cooking technique of browning, stirring, and adding liquid known as bhunaoing, see page 162). If you see a burned crust starting to form at the bottom of the pan, stop stirring and transfer the mixture to a new pot to continue cooking, leaving the scorched bits in the old pot so that they don’t ruin the dish. This problem shows up most often with starchy veggies like potatoes, and can usually be avoided by using a nonstick pan (see page 92).







à la minute


When recipes call for freshly ground black pepper or an acidic garnish like lemon juice, add them just before serving for the best flavor unless otherwise specified.







rest your sauce


Most dishes that have a sauce component will taste even better if cooked in advance and then left for an hour or two (max) at room temperature (or refrigerated for longer periods) to allow the flavors to meld. When reheating, be sure to do so slowly and gently. A full-on rolling boil may compromise the texture. If reheating from frozen, defrost the dish completely in the fridge before applying gentle heat.







water your daal


Dishes tend to thicken as they sit, especially beans and lentils. After allowing a dish to cool, you may need to add a bit of boiling water (anywhere between ¼ and 1 cup // 60 and 240 ml) to get it back to the right consistency. You can also just add tap water and bring the whole mixture to a boil, but don’t skip the boiling/sterilization step.










[image: An illustrated infographic titled “The Art of Repeated Action,” reflecting on the challenges of mastering simple cooking tasks—specifically, rolling out rotis. On the left, Auyon in an apron holds a rolling pin and comments that even after learning the mechanics, he struggles to make round rotis. On the right, Jyoti is drawn serenely, with a caption noting she can roll ten perfect rotis with her eyes closed.; The central text discusses how physical mastery comes not just from understanding, but from repeated practice over time. It compares the skill to playing tennis or guitar—something that must be earned through muscle memory.; Below, there’s a drawing of two hands rolling dough with notes pointing out “stiff wrists,” “performance anxiety,” and “uneven pressure,” labeled as “Auyon’s inept hands.” A row of asymmetrical rotis is labeled “my roti,” followed by a neat row of round ones: “my mother’s perfectly round rotis.”; The illustration emphasizes patience, practice, and persistence in the kitchen, using rotis as a metaphor for learning through repetition.]





















[image: A symmetrical, hand-drawn mandala-like design in yellow on a red background. The central motif features layered petals, teardrop shapes, and curved lines, with striped textures filling the outer petals. Four small leaf-like flourishes extend from the corners, and a droplet shape sits above and below the design, suggesting a diya (lamp) or flame-like symbolism. The design evokes traditional Indian rangoli or henna patterns.]









Ghee
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MAKES roughly 1¾ cups (420 ml) COOK TIME: 1 hour · PHOTO: page 107


Jyoti The subcontinent’s adoration of ghee, the blue-ribbon cooking fat of Indian cuisine, goes back millennia. It is a prized medicine in Ayurveda, the traditional Indian system of health and wellness, and there are several odes and hymns dedicated to the golden stuff in the Rigveda, the most ancient of the Hindu religious texts. Once you’ve tried some, it’s easy to understand the reverence. Ghee smells and tastes rich and nutty and wonderful, it has a higher smoke point than butter and most oils, and it keeps for weeks at room temperature (and for months in the fridge) since it contains no milk solids. On top of all of that, it’s a breeze to make!


Use a cooking vessel with an enameled or otherwise light-colored interior if you have one handy, since that will make it easier to judge the color. If there’s too much foam to see the color of the ghee, use a metal spoon to scoop up a bit to inspect. If you’re tight for time, ghee is always available at Indian markets (and increasingly often at national supermarket chains), but the commercial varieties really don’t compare to homemade.


Auyon Butter is a stable mixture, or emulsion, of water, butterfat, and milk solids. To make ghee, which is pure butterfat that has been flavored with browned milk solids, the emulsion must be broken, which happens when the butter is heated. The water boils off, and then the milk solids (proteins, sugars, and minerals) separate from the butterfat, either floating to the top as foam or sinking to the bottom.


The key to making proper, fragrant ghee, rather than just regular clarified butter, is to ensure the separated milk solids get brown and toasty before the ghee is poured off. This extra bit of cooking imparts an exquisite butterscotch-y flavor to the fat. For a golden color and milder flavor, stop cooking as soon as the milk solids are well-browned. For a deeper flavor, keep cooking for an extra 10 minutes or so, or until the melted fat looks as dark as a dark amber honey (it will lighten as it cools). Remove the pan from the heat as soon as the milk solids start to blacken, though, and ideally before they start to burn!


I also recommend experimenting with ghee outside of Indian fare. Stir in some salt and you’ve got an elegant salted butter upgrade for toast or pancakes. If you enjoy flavored butter, ghee’s semi-solid consistency at room temperature makes it an excellent candidate for doctoring. For an especially indulgent spread, try adding a bit of acid (mustard, vinegar, lacto-ferment brine, etc.) in addition to some salt or soy sauce to complement the richness. Be warned that you might start eating it by the spoonful.


4 sticks (1 pound / 455 g) of unsalted butter, roughly chopped or left whole


1. Place a small pot over low heat. Add the butter. It is fine to give the pot a stir or two, but allow the butter to simmer gently, largely undisturbed. If your burners tend to run hot, keep a close eye on the pot and stir more often, as overcooking the browned solids is a common accident. (If that does happen and the pot starts to smell burned and acrid, don’t give up hope—see Notes, opposite.) The butter will melt, foam, and then come to a boil. Once the boiling subsides, the milk solids will start to brown, both around the edges of the foam and also at the bottom of the pot as they sink and settle.


2. About 25 minutes after the butter has melted, you will have a pot of clear, golden ghee with browned milk solids at the bottom and some brown-flecked foam on top. If you can’t tell what color the fat is due to the foam layer, give it a stir and follow your nose! A beguiling, nutty aroma is a telltale sign that the ghee is done. Cook a few minutes longer for a stronger flavor if desired, but be careful not to burn the milk solids.


3. Remove from the heat and allow the ghee to cool to lukewarm, about 30 minutes (longer is fine, but you may need to gently reheat the ghee if it solidifies).


4. If you plan to store the ghee outside of the fridge, strain it through a fine mesh strainer (or a more porous strainer lined with butter muslin or fine cheesecloth) into a clean, dry, airtight jar. If you plan to store the ghee in the fridge, you can afford to be a little less careful—don’t worry about the strainer and just pour the ghee carefully into the jar, leaving the milk solids behind in the pot (see Notes, right).


5. Let cool to room temperature before sealing and refrigerating.


[image: ]Notes


If you start to smell burning, remove the pot from the heat immediately and make sure not to stir! As soon as the fat is cool enough to safely handle, separate carefully as indicated in Step 4. Give the separated fat a sniff—we’ve found that the extra-browned ghee often smells and tastes delicious once isolated. If not, chalk it up to a learning experience and try again!


Don’t throw away the browned solids. We love them mixed into plain rice or yellow daal, but you should try them with anything that could use a hit of brown butter (homemade ice cream, popcorn, etc.) It’s worth tasting the solids first though, as they can get bitter if overbrowned. They should last for a couple of days in the fridge.






[image: An illustrated jar of ghee with a large blue ribbon attached to it. The ribbon reads “#1 FAT” in bold white letters, humorously suggesting that ghee is the top fat. The ghee jar is golden yellow, symbolizing richness and flavor, with playful, celebratory emphasis on its culinary value.]











Homemade Yogurt
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MAKES 2 cups (480 g) · COOK TIME: 15 minutes FERMENTATION TIME: at least 8 hours (ideally overnight) PHOTO: page 122


Auyon Making homemade yogurt is a magical process. In addition to allowing control over the texture, flavor, and ingredients, yogurt-making brings a delightful sense of rhythm into the kitchen—both in its dependence on the slow, steady work of active cultures and in being part of the broader, ancient tradition of home fermentation. Even though decent store-bought yogurt is readily available these days, we strongly encourage you to try your hand at it. It might take a bit of experimentation to get the flavor just right, but that is part of the fun.


I especially love sour yogurt as an accompaniment to a buttery daal or rich meat dish. If you’d like to make your yogurt more tart, just leave it out to ferment for a few hours longer before putting it into the fridge. The longer it is left in a warm spot, the more time for the bacteria in the yogurt culture to transform the sugars in the milk into lactic acid, which is what produces that delicious tang.


2 cups (480 ml) whole milk (see Notes, right)


2 tablespoons whole, unflavored yogurt (see Notes, right)


1. Put the milk in a large, microwave-safe bowl or dish, making sure the container is large enough to allow the milk to boil a bit without spilling over. Microwave the milk on high until the milk comes to a rolling boil, 3 to 5 minutes. Alternatively, rinse a medium, heavy-bottomed pot with cold water, leaving just enough water to coat the bottom in the pot (which will help prevent the milk from scorching). Add the milk to the pot. Cook over medium-high heat, stirring constantly, until it begins to seethe and foam, about 5 minutes. Remove from the heat.


2. Allow the milk to cool to around 115°F (45°C). If you don’t have a thermometer handy, you can use a clean finger instead. The milk should feel comfortably hot, about as warm as a hot tub. To speed up the cooling, pour it back and forth between a couple of containers a few times.


3. Add the yogurt (the starter culture) and whisk well to fully incorporate. Transfer the mixture to a lidded container you would like the yogurt to set in. We use a ceramic yogurt pot, but the plastic tubs that store-bought yogurts come in work just as well.


4. Cover the mixture and place it in a warm spot, about 110°F (43°C) or the warmest spot you can find at home. We typically use the oven with just the oven light on and the heat off. (If you use this technique, we recommend leaving a note to warn against accidentally preheating the oven before the yogurt is removed.)


5. Leave undisturbed for at least 8 hours, and ideally overnight, to set. Store in the fridge once fully set, and reserve at least 2 tablespoons for the next batch. Homemade yogurt will keep for at least a couple of weeks in the fridge. Trust your eyes and nose—if something looks or smells off, it probably is.


[image: ]Notes


This recipe will not work with plant-based milks, but it works well with lactose-free dairy milks like Lactaid.


For a starter culture, you can use your favorite unflavored commercial yogurt that has active cultures—you’ll basically be making more of the same. Be warned, though, that because commercial cultures are typically bred for consistency rather than resilience, they may not last for more than a generation or two. If you’re planning on making yogurt regularly, check out our Resources (page 279) for our favorite starter culture.









Hung Curd
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MAKES roughly ¾ cup (190 g) · REST TIME: 2 hours


Jyoti Hung curd is the Indian version of Greek yogurt. Use regular, store-bought plain yogurt or Homemade Yogurt (opposite) to prepare it. We discourage substituting commercial Greek yogurt for hung curd as an ingredient, though, as our experiments with it never came out quite right, perhaps due to the additives and stabilizers. For the greatest yield, use freshly opened, unstirred yogurt (but it is totally fine to use a container that has been opened and/or stirred if that is all you have).


Auyon The stuff that drains out of the curd is whey, a slightly acidic liquid rich in probiotics and electrolytes. A quick internet search will yield plenty of ways to use it, like as a liquid for cooking rice, but my favorite is to blend it with some fresh or frozen fruit and drink it as a smoothie. You won’t get much whey out of just 1 cup (240 g) of yogurt, but the recipe multiplies easily.


1 cup (240 g) whole, unflavored yogurt (store-bought or homemade, page 40), unstirred if possible


Set up a fine-mesh strainer over a bowl big enough to fit the strainer. Place the yogurt into the strainer and rest for at least 2 hours to allow the whey to drain out, or up to 4 hours if you like very thick yogurt. Use right away, or transfer the hung curd to a lidded container and store in the refrigerator for a week or two. The hung curd might be a little sour due to the increased fermentation time outside of the fridge, but it should otherwise look and smell like thick yogurt. Trust your eyes and nose—if something looks or smells off, it probably is.










[image: A humorous illustration titled “A Note on Curry Powder” shows a jar labeled “American Sauce,” filled with an exaggerated mixture of condiments. Arrows point to ingredients such as mustard, dill pickle juice, mayonnaise, ketchup, crunchy peanut butter, corn syrup, Cheez Whiz, and ranch dressing—all blending together in the jar. A spoon next to the jar drips with the combined mixture. The image playfully critiques the oversimplification or misrepresentation of complex spice blends like curry powder by comparing it to an invented, chaotic “American” equivalent.]




Auyon The term curry traces back to Portuguese and English reconfigurations of similar-sounding South Indian (Kannada, Malayalam, and Tamil) words that refer to spices and dishes of sautéed vegetables and meat. The word’s first recorded use was in a 1502 Portuguese travel report, and British colonizers later adopted the term to describe the vast breadth of vegetable and meat preparations cooked in a sauce (see page 50).


Within Indian cuisine today, curry refers to the presence of a spiced gravy. Contrary to the marketing of the “curry powders” of Western manufacture, however, the word does not denote a specific flavor. There is no single blend of spices that is representative of Indian curries at large.


To bring the relationship between Western curry powder and Indian home cooking closer to home, imagine finding a jar of “American Sauce” in the foreign foods section of a grocery store in a faraway country. Although the sauce might occasionally prove useful and the individual ingredients might look familiar, you probably wouldn’t put it on everything.


(Again, this discussion applies only to Indian cuisine. The landscape is markedly different in, say, Japan, where curry was first introduced in the nineteenth century by British merchant ships carrying Anglo-Indian curry powder. The Japanese modified the recipe over the following decades, but the national definition of curry would forever be tied to the convenience of a mix.)












Dry-Roasted & Ground Spices
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COOK TIME: less than 5 minutes


Jyoti This technique is crucial to getting the proper flavor for certain dishes. The effect is similar to that of roasting nuts: flavors deepen and transform.


A light touch is key, as over-roasting will produce a bitter flavor. As with tadkas (see page 31), if the spices start to burn, don’t hesitate to throw them out and start again. It’s never worth ruining a dish over a few minutes of saved time and a handful of spices.


When a recipe calls for both cumin and coriander roasted and ground, it’s fine to cook and grind the spices together (we’ll include a reminder in each recipe).


As many spices as you need


1. In a heavy-bottomed pan (choose a size that will fit all the spices comfortably) over medium-high heat, add the whole spices for your recipe and cook, stirring or shaking frequently. The spices will first smoke a bit, and then start to change color.


2. Remove the pan from the heat as soon as the spices darken a shade or two and become fragrant. The cooking time is often as quick as a minute or two, but it will depend on the kind and quantity of spices and the strength of your stove, so pay close attention to the color and smell.


3. Transfer the spices to a plate and cool completely before pulverizing in a coffee grinder reserved for spices or using a mortar and pestle (if you don’t have either, see Note, right).


4. Store in an airtight container and use within a few days. For the best flavor, we recommend roasting and grinding small quantities as needed. Ground spices also keep well in the freezer.


[image: ]Note


Improvise with a letter-size piece of parchment paper over a cutting board. Fold the parchment in half, and then open the paper and center the roasted (and cooled) spices close to the crease. Refold the parchment in half and use a heavy object like a rolling pin to bash the spices over the cutting board. To keep the spices from spilling, use your fingers to close the parchment at the open ends while crushing (or fold the parchment paper over at the ends to keep things sealed in). Open the paper and shuffle the spices around occasionally to get a more even grind.









Ghee Bhaat


RICE with GHEE
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SERVES 4 · COOK TIME: 30 minutes · PHOTO: page 110


Jyoti There is a great deal of mystique assigned to rice cookery in the West, but the fundamental techniques are straightforward. There are two basic approaches: boiling the rice in a large volume of water, as with pasta, or boiling it in just enough water to get absorbed. The benefit of the first method is that it consistently produces distinct, separate grains, but much of the nutritive value gets flushed out with the water. The second method, which cooks the rice via both boiling and steaming, retains more of the nutrients, but it involves a bit of measurement.


Our basic rice recipe follows the measured-water method. It is a simple, three-step process: cook partially covered, cook covered, and then rest. More attention-intensive procedures can involve different heat sources (i.e., parboiling the rice on the stovetop and then moving it into the oven, as with our biryanis, see pages 183–187), or briefly sautéing the raw rice with some oil and spices before boiling to imbue the grains with flavor (as with our Jeera Pulao, page 177), but in all cases, the principles remain the same.


If you need to double this recipe, reduce the water by 10% (i.e. for 3 cups // 580 g rice, use 5½ cups // 1300 ml water).


Auyon Basmati rice is an aromatic, long-grain variety traditionally grown in the foothills of the Himalaya. It is the undisputed queen of Indian rice cultivars, prized for its aroma and grain length. Its name derives from the Sanskrit roots vas (aroma) and mayup (ingrained).


1½ cups (290 g) white basmati rice, rinsed (see below)


1 teaspoon salt, plus more to taste
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