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			For all our participants who shared their lives with me on this journey.

			And for my mother, Vijaya Lakshmi, who has always encouraged my curiosity about others.

			
				[image: Photo of roses]
			

		

	
		
			
				
				[image: ]
			

			
				With Brandon Jew in Marin County

			
		
	
		
			Introduction

			Dear Reader,

			The book you have before you is a personal one, a record of my last seven years of eating, traveling, and exploring. Much of this time was spent in cities and towns all over America, eating my way through our country as I filmed the shows Top Chef and Taste the Nation.

			Through this work I’ve had the pleasure and luck of meeting people who create and evolve the cuisine of the United States every day. They include Michelin-starred and James Beard Award–winning chefs, dance teachers and healers, gas station owners and restaurateurs, and foragers, musicians, artists, educators, historians, farmers, and city council members, to name a few. Most of them are immigrants or children of immigrants. This book is my love letter to them—and to all immigrants who have made a life here and, in turn, made America what it is.

			

			—

			A few months after the 2016 election, I began working with the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) as an Artist Ambassador for immigrants’ and women’s rights. I was motivated by the vitriol coming out of the White House and the way President Donald Trump was demonizing and vilifying immigrants, not just in speech—despicable enough—but in action: separating families, caging children, and prosecuting asylum seekers. As I write this, he is back in office.
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					Me and Mom

				
			
			My mother arrived here as an immigrant in 1972 after a turbulent arranged marriage to my biological father. Seeking a better life for us, she worked hard to establish herself in America. With a steady job as a nurse and a cute little apartment on the Upper East Side of New York City, my mother brought me to America two years later when I was four years old. The journey from New Delhi to New York City took nineteen hours. I made the flight alone, my mother’s contact info printed neatly by my grandfather on a small sheet of laminated paper, pinned to my red coat. Not only am I an immigrant (and the child of an immigrant), but I also came of age in immigrant communities, first in New York City, and later in the San Gabriel Valley in Los Angeles. My experience of immigrant life in working-class neighborhoods was completely at odds with Trump’s claims that we were “rapists” and “criminals.”
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					With Michael Twitty at Middleton Place in Charleston

				
			
			While his spurious and dehumanizing claims about immigrants made me angry, I didn’t want to combat his lies by reinforcing the idea of “the good immigrant”—the hard worker who contributes to his or her community and is therefore “acceptable.” The truth, is most immigrants have little choice but to work hard. Regardless of how hard we work or how well we assimilate, our lives are meaningful. We are integral to this country. Where is that story in the media?

			Could I combine my advocacy for immigrants with my professional life in food? Given my background as a food writer and making television shows such as Top Chef, I wondered if I could use food as a vehicle to expose the contradictions in how conservative media and politicians perceive and treat immigrants. Food would be my Trojan horse and serve to inspire curiosity about our fellow Americans and our shared history. And so, my producing partner, David Shadrack Smith, and I began developing a show about immigration.

			We began exploring “American food” and what that looks like today. Americans purchase more salsa and sriracha than ketchup. And pad Thai, sushi, bubble tea, burritos, and bagels are as American as apple pie—which, by the way, contains not one single ingredient indigenous to North America! If I think about what’s really American, it’s desert pack rat cooked with sumac and agave. It’s the Appalachian ramp salt that I now sprinkle on top of my Indian plum chaat.
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					With Ali Wong in San Francisco’s Chinatown

				
			
			The way we eat today is so different from the way we ate even a generation ago. Just look through any recent “What’s for dinner?” cookbook: Fish sauce, turmeric, gochujang, and chipotles are all now commonly used in recipes designed for average home cooks. This is American food now. But why don’t we know more about the provenance of these ingredients—and about the people who introduced them to this country? And how might we see ourselves, one another, and our culture differently if we did?

			

			—

			Taste the Nation was conceived as a show for immigrants to tell their own stories, as they saw fit, and its success owes everything to the people who invited us into their communities, their homes, and their lives. I am forever humbled by how much trust and generosity they showed us.

			I am lucky to have been able to go deep into these communities, eating and learning from the people I met and interviewed. They inspired me to be braver in the kitchen—before making the show, I had never made tamales, pad Thai, or tahdig at home. Despite how much I love these dishes, I was too intimidated.

			Taste the Nation brought me back to my roots. It reminded me of the skill and resourcefulness of home cooks. I saw my mother in the faces of the women who spent all day on their feet, working as nurses or dance teachers, and who then came home to cook the foods of their origin countries so that their children would have a stronger connection to their heritage. I saw that same intrepid courage—born of necessity, sure, but brave nonetheless—it takes to start over, to strive for more for their families.

			I have always felt Indian and American, but I’ve never felt that others considered me just as American as they were. I’ve always felt like an outsider. This feeling will be nothing new to most immigrant kids. But in making Taste the Nation, I felt more American than I ever have. Getting to know the vast diversity of people who also call America home only reinforced my belief that this is still one of the most unique countries in the world.

			I’ve called this book Padma’s All American because it’s my vision of what it means to be—and eat like—an American. This is a book for how we eat now—a chronicle of cultural exchange and adaptation. A book both faithful and freewheeling, with reverence for the immigrant and Indigenous histories behind the deliciousness.

			This book is also a scrapbook of my travels. A journal of what I’ve eaten and how I (re)make it in my kitchen. I wrote it for the average American eater—someone who eats a variety of foods in any given week, who maybe didn’t grow up with a dish or cuisine but who wants to share in its delights. But especially, I wrote it hoping that cooks who recognize a dish from their heritage will find that its beloved essence remains intact. I am not claiming to make the most traditional or authentic version of anything, including my own Indian food. For generations, immigrants—the heroes of this book, along with Indigenous Americans—have had to adapt the dishes of their homelands to the constraints of time and American grocery stores. I present these recipes with that same inventive spirit. Consider these third culture recipes.

			If you’re reading this book, then you love food and cooking. Like me, you’re probably a passionate spelunker of hyperlocal food culture and all its delights. You know where the best poke spot is and who serves the most delicious dumplings. But have you tried making them yourself? Growing up, many of us learn how to cook at the side of a parent or caregiver. The dishes they teach us—their ingredients, their techniques—become familiar. We don’t think of them as “too hard” to make at home. I grew up making Tomato Rasam (this page). I know how easy it is to heat oil and fry spices. And yet, many competent home cooks who adore Indian food and eat it regularly at restaurants wouldn’t make it at home. Because the ingredients are unfamiliar—what’s asafoetida?—a dish can seem intimidating. Here’s the thing: With a sharp knife, a pan, and a fire, we are all starting from the same place. Home cooks from other cultures don’t possess special powers—they possess knowledge, familiarity.

			I promise, all it takes to understand an ingredient is to try using it. These recipes are designed to get you familiar with the flavors you love (or will love) but may have never tried cooking at home. They were written for and tested in a home kitchen—in many home kitchens, by cooks of all different backgrounds.

			The recipes in these pages are drawn from Afghan, Gullah Geechee, Cambodian, and Greek culture, from Cuban American and Chinese American families, from people who are of Nigerian and Arab and Thai and Ukrainian heritage. But the road that brought me to this food took me to kitchens from Dearborn to DC, from Miami to Milwaukee, from Houston to San Francisco. I never had to leave the country to taste the world’s flavors—and neither do you.

			Wherever you live, come along with me.

			
				
				[image: Photo of Padma in profile]
			

		

	
		
			How I Cook

			Welcome to my kitchen! The recipes in this book are filtered through my palate and my way of cooking at home. I am not a chef. You will not read about fancy techniques or be asked to do anything but apply some time, focus, and elbow grease—for most of cooking is indeed prep and chopping. I am a home cook, a curious and voracious eater who seeks to bring all the flavors of my fellow Americans home.

			My North Star in adapting and developing these recipes has been loyalty to the essence and spirit of what these dishes represent for someone from within the culture of their origin. With that commitment at the forefront of my mind, I have also tried to adapt these recipes so that they are as accessible to as wide an audience of home cooks as possible. Inevitably, in my adaptation of these dishes, I may have omitted or changed an ingredient or a step you consider crucial. Forgive me. I want those of us who did not grow up making these recipes to be successful. My great hope is that each of you will discover at least one dish, flavor, ingredient, or technique that’s new to you—and that you will use that as a launchpad to explore other recipes.

			Let your curiosity lead you. Don’t be afraid to try a recipe because you can’t source all the ingredients. Use what you have or is easily found, as immigrants have always done. These recipes are in your hands now. Make them your own.
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			My Kitchen Rules

			Now that you know what to expect in my kitchen, I should probably warn you about how things actually go down. I’m detail oriented. You’re going to quickly see that in these recipes, I expect you to be detail oriented, too. I’m particular about when to salt food and what size to chop your vegetables. I guarantee you that these small details are vital to the outcome of your dish. I don’t want your cooking to be good. I want your cooking to be extraordinary. I want the people at your table to feel lucky to be there. I want these recipes to become regular favorites in your rotation. I want you to marvel at your ability to re-create them in your own kitchen. When you’ve made one of these recipes once or twice, the details will become second nature to you. So, let’s get into it.

			Read every recipe all the way through twice: Before you start cooking, before you chop an onion or mince even a clove of garlic, take your time and read your recipe from start to finish. Knowing what to expect—what tools you’ll need, how long different steps may take, et cetera—is key to avoiding mishaps along the way.

			Gather your ingredients: Before you even turn on the stove, assemble everything you will need on your counter. There is nothing worse than hunting through your produce drawer for that knob of ginger you could swear was there last night, or rifling through a crowded cabinet for smoked paprika while your aromatics burn in the pan.

			Mise en place for the win: Chop everything that needs to be chopped and set it out in the order that you’ll use it. Prepping vegetables (meat, too) always takes longer than you think it will. I, too, fall prey to this at times. By preparing your veggies beforehand, you’ll set yourself up for success, especially the first time you’re making a recipe. As you become familiar with a dish, you may realize that, yes, you can mince the garlic while the onion sweats. But the first time? Nah. Save yourself from stress. Just do the work beforehand.

			Chop consistently: I’m specific about the size I want you to chop your veggies. Note that the smaller you chop something, the quicker it cooks. Also, things that are cut unevenly will cook unevenly. This means that you want each piece of carrot to be cut about the same size so that they cook uniformly.

			Volume: My recipes usually include both the approximate number of vegetables you’ll need and the volume you should end up with when they’re chopped. I do this because I believe a potato is not just a potato—your “small” potato may be smaller than my “small” potato, so providing these details sets you up for the best possible result.

			Cooking times: What I’ve given you here is merely a guide. My times are approximate; your stove or oven may vary from mine. Your pots and pans may be thicker or thinner than mine. I tend to prefer my vegetables on the crisper side, and I will often give them shorter cooking times—especially in soups—to retain that crunch. If you like your vegetables more tender, cook them longer. The point is to pay attention to controlling your heat source and understanding the nature of your equipment.

			Salting: I salt in stages. Here’s why: Salting at different times changes the texture and the moisture balance of ingredients. Salting as you go is insurance against oversalting your food as well. It allows you much more control over the final product. These recipes contain the amount I prefer. We all have different salt preferences: My mother likes less; my daughter likes more.

			Chiles: Warning: Some of these recipes are downright spicy. This is not meant to intimidate you but to preserve the essence of what makes the recipe a cherished one. When a recipe calls for a substantial amount of chiles, that’s because the original recipe has a lot of heat to it. Rather than skip a recipe you might otherwise try, adjust the heat to your own preferences. These are your recipes now. You do not need to use all or any of the amount indicated—this is why I provide a range.

			Acid: My daughter, Krishna, often reminds me of my strong preference for tart flavors; with this in mind, I’ve given ranges of lemon or lime juice in many cases, to suit your own tastes.

			Roasting whole spices: To roast whole spices, add them to a dry pan and set it over medium heat. Swirl and shake the pan occasionally to prevent burning and toast until fragrant—usually 1 to 2 minutes—and then remove them from the pan. This is the easiest, fastest game changer you can make in your cooking, right this minute. With very little effort, you can extract an abundant amount of flavor by dry-roasting whole spices, heating up the oils that lie deep within, waking them up and bringing them to the surface. I grew up doing this in my grandmother’s kitchen, in South India, the birthplace of spices. However, many people in the West—some even in the culinary industry—scoff at this practice. To them, I say, you have no idea what you’re missing. And I challenge you to an experiment: Take ½ teaspoon whole cumin seeds, stir-fry them in a dry hot pan for 1 minute, then grind them into a powder using a mortar and pestle. Now compare the result with some store-bought ground cumin. Taste them side by side. Your freshly roasted cumin will pack so much more punch and nuance, with just a bit of tart funk. Also, your kitchen will smell amazing.

			Washing rice: I always wash my rice, because you never know where that rice has been or what it’s gone through to get to you. I grew up picking stones out of rice. Washing rice also gets rid of excess starch, which can make rice sticky. With rice like basmati, it’s imperative to wash the rice several times so the grains remain fluffy and separate. Don’t worry about whether the water runs completely clear; what’s important is to just do it a few times to rinse most of the starch off.

			
				Recipes labeled

				ACCOMPANIMENT

				Each of these recipes goes with the recipe that precedes it. However, many of them, such as the Mint and Cilantro Chutney (this page), Garlic Yogurt Sauce (this page), Red Onion Chutney (this page), and Fried Shallots (this page), are great paired with a variety of dishes. It’s fun to mix and match them to suit your tastes.
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			Tools

			I’m not a big gadget person. I think most kitchen gadgets don’t really deliver enough value to justify their taking up precious real estate on my counter or in my drawers. What follows are the indispensable tools I reach for day in and day out.

			Candy/Deep Fry Thermometer

			When dissolving sugar at high heat or deep-frying foods, this is an invaluable tool. It clips to the inside of a pot and ensures that you don’t burn your sugar or that you’ve brought your oil to the proper temperature (and helps you keep it there), leading to crispy bliss. Frying food in oil that’s not hot enough leads to a sad, soggy, and greasy outcome. It’s a must-have for making Mysore Pak (this page).

			Coffee Grinder

			This is critical for grinding larger amounts of whole spices. Buy an inexpensive one and use it only for spices, otherwise your coffee will be spiced, and your spices will taste like coffee.

			High-Powered Blender

			My Vitamix high-powered blender (any brand is fine) is indispensable in several recipes, including the tough job of grinding lentils and rice for Dosas (this page), emulsifying sesame seeds in Sesame Chutney (this page), and transforming rice into the sweet milky drink Horchata (this page).

			Immersion Blender

			This small, handheld blender (also called a stick blender) has blades you submerge in liquids or other ingredients while they’re in a container (such as a soup pot). It is very helpful for quickly emulsifying, beating, or pureeing without having to pour ingredients out of a hot or heavy pot into a blender. Bonus: Immersion blenders fit easily in a kitchen drawer.

			Microplane

			Vital for the finest dusting of Parmesan, lemon zest, and nutmeg, a Microplane grater is something that won’t take up much space in your utensil drawer but can add great aroma and nuance, vastly elevating the flavor and appearance of your food.

			Mortars and Pestles / Molcajetes

			These date back to ancient times, and many cultures still use them to crush, grind, puree, or mix ingredients and flavors. I use them to grind spices and large salt crystals. I crush garlic and ginger into a paste, which is sometimes faster than chopping. My grandmother made dosa batter using a huge one. I love a deep Thai-style one made of wood or metal. For larger whole spices, like star anise and black cardamom, I often prefer a molcajete, commonly used in Latin kitchens, with its rough surface usually made from basalt or volcanic rock.

			Small Food Processor or Blender

			While doing things the old-fashioned way never hurt anybody, when time or your own fatigue is a factor, a small blender, such as a Ninja, comes in handy and is much easier to clean than the bigger high-powered blender. You’ll find it makes quick work of many chutneys and sauces in this book.

			Spider

			A spider is useful for straining food from any hot liquid like boiling water or oil, especially when needing to remove larger batches and tongs won’t do.

			Pantry

			My pantry reflects my evolution as a cook. A decade ago, I might have flung a dollop of harissa into a stew that needed heat. Now I might reach for gochujang. We are lucky to live in an age where once hard to find ingredients are now more widely available. What follows is by no means a comprehensive list of every pantry item in this book. Instead, think of this as a super starter kit, a curated pantry that will equip you to make most of the recipes here and elevate your cooking. When storing dried herbs and spices be sure to keep them in a cool, dark space such as a drawer or cabinet so they don’t lose their potency. If you’d like to stock your pantry with all these ingredients in one fell swoop, click here for ordering them all at once from Kalustyan’s in New York, a shop I’ve loved and trusted my whole life.
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			Chiles

			Aleppo Pepper Flakes

			Originally from Syria, this treasure has an earthy, mild heat, which makes it great on delicate vegetables. Commonly used in Middle Eastern cooking, it’s wonderful on kebabs and roast chicken or as a garnish for dips, and I love it in creamy egg salad. Its flavor is similar to that of Urfa biber, a Turkish chile. If you’re trying to save money or space, just buy one or the other.

			Anchos (Whole or Ground)

			Ancho chiles, which are dried poblanos, are the middle path between mild and hot. Anchos have some heat but a lot of earthy depth and sweetness. Great when you want heat that doesn’t obscure delicate flavors. Try anchos in soups, stir-fries, or salsas like Salsa Macha (this page), and try using them in place of hotter chiles when making food for those sensitive to heat.

			Chipotle Peppers in Adobo (Canned)

			Chipotle peppers are smoked, dried jalapeños. But when they are rehydrated in an adobo sauce and canned, they are a whole ’nother story. My love of these smoky, saucy peppers dates way back to my high school days among many Mexican classmates. I prefer La Morena brand, which I blend into homemade barbecue sauce and add to stews. When I don’t have harissa, I’ve even added chipotles in adobo to a tagine. I use them in Spicy Coleslaw (this page) and love them in potato salad, too.

			Gochugaru

			A type of coarse ground red chile, gochugaru is integral to kimchi, soondubu, and many other Korean dishes. Moderate in heat level, it has smoky and sweet notes.

			Gochujang (Paste)

			This Korean condiment is a fermented blend of gochugaru, glutinous rice, and other ingredients. It has a medium heat level and is quite savory with an edge of sweetness. It is integral to Korean dishes but useful in many others.

			Indian Dried Red Chiles (Whole)

			I always keep these around, and you’ll find them in many recipes, sometimes in addition to fresh chiles. I prefer the Indian long variety for medium heat, but you could also pick up a bag of the milder Szechuan chiles or the much hotter Thai bird’s eye chiles.

			Kashmiri Pepper (Ground)

			I adore this chile powder’s beautiful, bright red-orange color, its finely ground texture, and its gentle heat. It’s less angry than cayenne and can be a good gateway to hotter chile powders. Its vibrant color makes it ideal as a finishing spice, but I also use it in rice, curries, and pasta sauces. Need a quick dip? Try whisking it into plain yogurt with za’atar, sumac, and salt.

			Morita Chiles (Whole or Ground)

			Smoked, dried red (ripe) jalapeños. Because they are smoked for less time than chipotles (also smoked, dried jalapenos), they are sweeter and fruitier.

			Spanish Smoked Paprika

			You know that secret flavor in barbecue potato chips that is hard to imitate? Say hello to this endlessly useful ingredient, which comes in handy anytime something feels a little too one-note. It is crucial to buy Spanish smoked paprika, which is softer and more round in flavor than the more jagged but equally delicious Hungarian paprika.

			Herbs and Spices

			Amchur

			I use this sawdust-colored dried mango powder as an all-purpose flavor amplifier with predominantly tart notes. It’s not salty, but it does intensify flavors the same way salt does. Try sprinkling some on bland fruit or adding to dry rubs, ground meat, salad dressings, gravies and curries, or breading such as for Schnitzel (this page). Sumac is a good substitute when you want to add tartness without moisture and don’t have amchur.

			Asafoetida Powder

			This spice, also known as hing in Hindi and perungaium in Tamil, is integral to Indian cooking, and is thought to aid digestion. Do not be turned off by its pungent smell. A little goes a long way to give your dishes a necessary depth and funk that is hard to pinpoint and recognize but easy to note when missing.

			Bay Leaves

			I prefer the stronger flavored fresh bay leaves, when possible. Dried bay leaves can be swapped. In this book, I use Mediterranean bay or laurel leaves, not the Indian kind, which are milder in flavor.

			Black Garlic

			This indispensable pantry ingredient is merely garlic heated slowly to concentrate and sweeten the garlic flavor without any of the bitterness that can come when one overcooks garlic. Peel and slice or chop the sticky cloves and use them to give depth to broths and stews. I often turn to black garlic when seeking umami flavor without using an animal product.

			Black Mustard Seeds

			Integral to Indian cooking and present in everything from Cabbage Poriyal (this page) to Coconut Rice (this page), as well as wet curries and soups like Tomato Rasam (this page), mustard seeds bring an undeniable flavor to well-rounded dishes. They have a slightly bitter edge and funk and are often added at the beginning of cooking. They burn easily, so fry them cautiously: Heat oil over medium-high heat, add a few seeds, and when they sizzle, turn the heat down to medium and add the rest of the seeds. Remove from the heat or add the other ingredients as soon as the seeds begin to pop like popcorn.

			Black Peppercorns

			Freshly ground dry roasted peppercorns are seriously underrated. There is no better way to enhance almost any savory dish. If you really want to get fancy, try making a black pepper brown butter (see this page). My favored peppercorns are Indian Tellicherry or Malabar, and Cambodian Kampot.

			Cardamom, Black

			This is what you’d get if green cardamom and star anise had a baby; it tastes like menthol without the mint, medicinal almost. It’s generally used to add a deep, woodsy undertone to savory dishes, such as Asian curries. You’ll need this spice only for Chicken Tikka Masala (this page) in this book, but I’ve also ground and rubbed it on roast pork for an Indian-style pernil, and sautéed the pods for rice pilaf.

			Cardamom, Green

			This lovely, pungent, floral spice is delicious in both savory and sweet preparations: Use it anywhere you would use cinnamon. Try it in tea or coffee; throw a few pods into curries, meat braises, or saucy vegetables. It’s available in pods, seeds, and ground form: I like to buy the pods or seeds and grind them myself for the best flavor. When a recipe in this book calls for cardamom, it is this type of cardamom, unless it is labeled black cardamom.

			Cumin

			Cumin is integral to many cuisines: You’d be surprised how many of your favorite foods contain this spicy, warm ingredient. You should have both seeds and powder on hand, as both have different textures and tastes: I dry-roast cumin seeds and grind them myself for optimal flavor.

			Curry Leaves

			These are essential to South Indian cooking: There is no good substitute for their fragrant herbaceousness. Buy them at any good Indian grocery store. If making a special trip, stock up: You can freeze them. Immediately wash and dry them well, and place them between paper towels, then in a plastic ziplock bag, pushing as much air out as possible.

			Fennel Seeds

			From the same family as caraway and cumin but with a distinctive sweet licorice-like flavor, fennel seeds are found in Italian sausage, Indian curries, liqueurs such as ouzo, and many cookies and cakes. Indians also often nibble candied fennel seeds as a digestif.

			Galangal

			This is a rhizome like ginger, but it has its own distinct taste: more peppery and piney. It’s common in Thai and Cambodian recipes. It often keeps for at least a few weeks in the fridge and longer in the freezer.

			Garam Masala

			A defining spice blend of North Indian cuisine, this spice mix can vary greatly from cook to cook but often includes green and/or black cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, and black peppercorns. It’s best to buy this in small batches, online or from an Indian store that has good turnover. It can be used near the start or the end of a recipe: I like to use it to season kebabs and vegetables, sprinkle it on stir-fried potatoes, and add it to curries that have a tomato, nut, or cream base.

			Lemongrass

			Fresh lemongrass has an incomparably clean, lemony aroma that defines many Southeast Asian cuisines. You can unlock it by stripping the thin stalks of their tough outer layers, then chopping and pounding the fibrous insides: The thicker lower parts of the stalks have the most flavor. Save the greener tough tops for tea. Avoid dried lemongrass: It has much less flavor.

			Makrut Lime Leaves

			These shiny, dark green leaves lend a powerful citrusy aroma to Southeast Asian recipes. They can be hard to find in stores but can be mail-ordered, and they freeze impeccably. They are also called kaffir lime leaves, an outdated term from colonial times that is offensive. Try not to substitute dry leaves for fresh.

			Mexican Oregano

			I encourage you to buy this if you like to cook a lot of Latin dishes. It has a more intense, spikier, less floral note than the more common Mediterranean oregano that is probably already in your spice drawer. Dominican oregano is an alternative option.

			Rosemary

			I always recommend buying this woodsy herb in its fresh form for the best flavor.

			Saffron

			Known as the King of Spices because of its traditionally high cost, saffron is common in Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, and South Asian cooking. Its flavor is very much dependent on its smell. I prefer Spanish or Iranian saffron, if you can find it. These tend to be more fragrant.

			Star Anise

			I love its complex, restrained flavor, akin to licorice, and its elegant beauty, which gives any dish—from pho to biryani—a little panache. I fry whole star anise in oil for pilafs, or use it to flavor broth, sangria, and cider. I toss it into boiling water for rice, which adds a subtle aroma to the grains. I also use ground star anise to impart flavor to stews and roasts.

			Szechuan Peppercorns

			These are not from the pepper or Piper nigrum family of plants but come from a citrus plant. They are such fun to have around, delivering a eucalyptol tingle that is less spiky than that of black peppercorns, though still somewhat piquant, and of course they famously can numb your tongue. I love using them in Pickled Peanuts (this page), soups, chicken wings, noodle dishes, and spicy oils and chutneys.

			Sumac

			Common in Native American and Middle Eastern cooking, sumac comes from drying and grinding sumac berries. Sumac is useful when you want to add tartness to a dish without adding moisture. The beautiful vermillion-red color makes for a gorgeous garnish. Try sprinkling sumac on flatbreads with olive oil, or using it in salad dressings, dips, and barbecue sauces, or on simple grilled fish or chicken as a garnish.

			Turmeric

			Fresh turmeric adds a bright yellow hue and a slightly bitter, astringent flavor to many South Asian recipes. Its dried ground version has been a part of Indian cooking and Ayurvedic tradition since ancient times. The fresh version is now trendily ubiquitous in Western (juice) bars.

			White Pepper (Ground)

			White pepper has a flavor distinct from that of its black counterpart, packing an earthier, less spiky heat. These Piper nigrum peppercorns are picked off the vine later than those harvested for black pepper, with the dark husks removed.

			Za’atar

			I reach for this bright, herbaceous, and toasty spice blend, originally from Palestine, at least once a week in my kitchen. Mix it with olive oil and brush on warm flatbreads or toss with croutons, whisk it into salad dressings and dips, and use it to garnish anything, from yogurt to white beans. While blends vary, they often include sumac, wild thyme, salt, and toasted sesame seeds. The name za’atar refers to both the herb wild thyme (a relative of oregano) as well as the blend itself.
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			Lentils/Dal

			Green Lentils

			They’re great for holding their shape, for salads, stuffed cabbage, and lots of stews.

			Chana Dal

			Often labeled “desi chickpeas,” these are great when fried, adding crunch and a nutty flavor to any stir-fried dish. They may have escaped your attention if you don’t come from a South Asian background, but are great for those who are allergic to nuts but want a similar crunch and texture.

			Masoor Dal

			Often called red or orange lentils, they actually turn yellow when cooked. They boil quickly and are the base for comforting dishes like soups and Tadka Dal (this page).

			Urad Dal

			This small legume is actually not a lentil but is commonly referred to as such. The legume is split and peeled and can be labeled white gram. The skin-on (unpeeled) legume is called black gram. I use urad mostly in its skinless and split form in this book. I fry it in hot oil until golden and add it to stir-fries and rice dishes, like I do chana dal. For Dosas (this page), however, you will need whole skinless urad (often labeled urad gota).

			Oils

			Extra-Virgin Olive Oil

			I use this frequently but don’t consider it a substitute for neutral oil: It is best used in lower-heat cooking, salad dressings, and dishes that are enhanced by its distinct flavor, such as those from the Mediterranean or the Middle East.

			Neutral Oil

			A neutral oil is a cooking oil that does not impart any or very much flavor to a dish, used mainly for frying or sautéing. These oils have a high smoke point. This is the temperature at which oil starts to burn and produce smoke, potentially imparting an acrid or bitter taste to foods, beneficial nutrients in the oil are destroyed, and compounds harmful to health are released. Use your choice of vegetable, grapeseed, avocado, sunflower, or untoasted sesame (I like Idhayam brand, found in Indian grocery stores). All should work in these recipes.

			Sesame Oil (Toasted)

			Not to be confused with the lighter, untoasted sesame oil, this dark brown finishing oil adds a nutty, faintly smoky taste to Asian noodles and stir-fries.
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			Rice

			Basmati

			My default rice: There’s nothing like its long, elegant grain. I didn’t grow up eating it regularly because of its price, but today, it’s usually my choice, particularly with Indian and Persian dishes.

			Jasmine

			My choice when making other Asian dishes: It’s stickier than basmati and makes a great bed for saucy dishes like Pad Thai Fish (this page). It breaks down much easier than basmati, making it essential for porridge-like dishes such as Arroz Caldo (this page).

			Parboiled Rice

			Parboiled rice, also called converted rice, is rice that is partially cooked while still in its husk. Though it’s not my everyday pick, there are times when parboiled rice comes in handy, such as in Congri (this page) and Jollof Rice (this page). I find Ben’s Original foolproof and hard to overcook. Note: For making dosas, you will need something called “idli rice,” which is also parboiled but is of a different variety than Ben’s.

			Rice Flour

			Useful to give fried foods that extra crunch, and helpful for those eating gluten-free.

			Sushi Rice

			Fun to eat, with a tacky, chewy texture that is indispensable in Southeast Asian–Inspired Risotto (this page) and Rice “Stuffing” with Chinese Sausage and Shiitake Mushrooms (this page).

			Thai Glutinous (Sticky) Rice

			When ground, this rice gives texture to Tuna Larb (this page) and Chicken Larb (this page), and when soaked overnight, steamed, and mixed with sweetened coconut milk, it makes the beautiful dessert Khao Niao Mamuang (this page).

			Salt

			Flaky Sea Salt

			I like Maldon, a game changer as a finishing salt, especially on salads or raw fish, adding just a bit of crunch. Try smoked flaky sea salt, which is wonderful, too.

			Fleur de Sel

			This is a coarse sea salt that is grittier and wetter than Maldon but dissolves less quickly and is great when you want pops of crunchy salinity in a dish.

			Himalayan Pink Salt

			Its savory mineral quality comes from deep in the earth, and I find it amplifies sour notes. It’s often used as a finishing salt.

			Kosher Salt

			I use Diamond Crystal kosher salt, a great all-purpose salt that meets most of my cooking needs. It’s fine to use another brand of kosher salt; just go slow and taste frequently. (It’s important to note that regular table salt and kosher salt are not interchangeable, as they differ in salinity.)

			Sea Salt

			I use La Baleine brand in pasta water, because it gives the pasta a subtle marine flavor, along with that ephemeral quality when you know something tastes just a little bit better, but you don’t know why.

			Sauces, Sweeteners, et cetera

			Aash Noodles

			These Afghan wheat noodles will come in handy to add to soups or as a bed for stews in place of rice. Try them in the recipe for Aash (this page). Linguine or udon are acceptable substitutes.

			Agave Syrup

			A sweetener made from the agave plant.

			Barberries

			Dried barberries are smaller, less sweet, and more delicate than dried cranberries and are great when you want a burst of color and tartness. I discovered these beautiful jewels of bright flavor from cooking Persian food, like the frittata Kuku Sabzi (this page), but since then, I have tossed them into chicken salad, sprinkled them over rice pilafs, and garnished leafy green salads with them.

			Besan Flour

			Besan, also known as gram flour, is made from chana dal and is used in many South Asian and Caribbean dishes and to thicken some curries. Nuttier than conventional chickpea flour, the two are not interchangeable.

			Fenugreek Leaves (Dried)

			Also known as kasoori methi, dried fenugreek leaves are used in many cuisines, and are often found in Indian food. They are great when you want a touch of bitterness in either spice blends or rich soups and stews. Not to be confused with ground fenugreek, used in Dosas (this page), or fenugreek seeds.

			Fish Sauce

			This umami bomb is life-changing when used in restrained amounts, giving food a deep, oceanic salinity and a fermented funk that cannot come from simply adding sea salt. I always have a bottle of Red Boat 40°N on hand, and not just for Thai dishes: I use it in many sauces, soups, and stir-fried dishes, too.

			Jaggery

			I grew up using this brown Indian palm or cane sugar as a sweetening agent. It has a deeper flavor than light brown sugar but isn’t as molasses-y as dark brown sugar. Use it to balance tart notes in dishes like Tomato Rasam (this page). You can also swap it with Thai palm sugar, if that’s what you have.

			Pomegranate Molasses

			What a joy it is to drizzle this sweet-tart vermillion-hued secret weapon atop yogurt or hummus. Taste a dab before you pour it into any recipe. Brands can vary wildly in fruitiness, sweetness, and tang: I prefer Cortas. It’s wonderful in dips, salad dressings, barbecue sauce, marinades, curries, and stews.

			Preserved Lemons

			I always have a jar of Moroccan preserved lemons in the refrigerator to chop, seed, and add bright flavor to dishes like tagines, stews, pilafs, vegetables, fish, and chicken. Traditionally, only the rind is used, but I use the whole fruit. Sometimes I use the brine, too. Look for darker lemons: This indicates they’ve been preserved for longer, and they’ll have the most developed flavor and the least amount of bitterness.

			Rose Water

			Common in a lot of Middle Eastern and South Asian dishes, a little truly goes a very long way. Too much can make a dish overly perfume-y, but in small amounts, it elevates sweets and drinks, such as Rose Water Limeade (this page) and Sholeh Zard (this page).

			Tamarind

			I grew up munching on tamarind pods that I pulled off trees in India, and my love for this sweet and sour fruit has not waned one

			Yuzu Juice

			
			Vinegar

			Apple Cider

			
			Balsamic

			
			Black

			
			Red Wine, White Wine

			
			Rice

			
			White
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