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			Introduction

			Ever since I was little, I have always been surrounded by good food. My mom came from a home of well-seasoned cooks who would artfully use local ingredients—from her native Madurai, India—to put together scrumptious meals for her large family. These dishes were uncomplicated and focused on bringing out the best of each ingredient that was used.

			This love of cooking has spanned generations in my family. My great-grandmother, an excellent cook herself, was once taken to a market where she encountered a man carrying a green snake. It was said that if she ran her right hand down the length of the snake that she would be an amazing cook for life, and she was! Similarly, at the tender age of seven, my mom was taken to a market where she did the same, and lo and behold, she now has a successful South Indian catering business that she has been running for more than 25 years in Toronto. Thankfully, I did not have to face this initiation. However, that family trait for preparing delicious, wholesome meals runs deep in my veins.

			My earliest food memories take me back to the West African country of Cameroon where we lived until I was four years old before moving to Canada. I remember the warm paruppu sadam my mom used to make for me for lunch—a dish of creamy lentils hand-mashed together with rice with a big spoonful of nutty ghee. I also remember the fish kebabs my mom made for my second birthday laced with coriander, garlic, and hot green chilis, and my dad asking if they were too spicy for me. They were, in fact, just right.

			The food we ate at home was an eclectic blend of Indian dishes with influences from my parents’ travels, and this always made mealtime an adventure. From West African barbecue green chicken, to nourishing rasam, to Chinese fried rice, dinnertime was always so fun.

			Moving to Canada as a young child further broadened my food education. Unlike most kids, I would watch more food television than cartoons, and by age six I was eagerly bouncing into the kitchen to help my mom make dinner. Soon enough, I was creating recipes of my own.

			My passion for food continued, and despite eventually pursuing a bachelor’s degree in business administration, I knew that I had to make food a permanent part of my career. I started a food blog and began sharing my recipes with my community of friends and family. That eventually evolved to sharing posts on Instagram, and one day someone happened to see my work and invited me to be on The Marilyn Denis Show. A couple of months later, I became one of the hosts of a national cooking show where I’d be teaching viewers how to make Indian food.

			This is when I really hunkered down to study the intricacies of my mom’s cooking. I learned the magic of a fragrant thalippu (hot seasoned oil), how to cook perfect rice dishes, and the specific techniques that took curries to the next level. As a way for me to document these recipes for myself, I turned to video—more specifically, YouTube—where I could create a library that I could personally refer to. I soon realized that these videos were helping many Indian food lovers around the world who were looking to recreate their favorite dishes at home.

			One of the main comments I would often get from viewers was “Wow, I didn’t realize that this Indian dish was so easy to make!” I’ve found that the number-one reason people hesitate to cook Indian food is its perceived complexity and time needed to prepare a dish. Many people feel overwhelmed by all the spices involved and think that each dish has to stew on the stove for countless hours to develop authentic flavor. To help you start navigating the world of Indian spices, I’ve included a Spice Library (this page), which lists every single spice used in this book along with a description of its flavor, what dishes it can be used in, as well as substitutions in the case that you can’t find it. In the Top Staple Ingredients section (this page), I showcase 12 ingredients that I always have on hand to get an Indian meal on the table quickly. Once you become familiar with these two sections, I guarantee you will have a fantastic understanding of the base ingredients required for Indian cooking and will be raring to get in the kitchen!

			As a busy woman myself, I have developed shortcuts, swaps, tips, and tricks to help get Indian meals on the table in about 30 minutes, because that is usually all the time I have. However, my goal is to always stay true to the authentic flavors without compromising on tradition. The resulting dishes in this book taste as they would in India but can be made in a fraction of the time.

			Throughout Indian Food Is Easy, you will find a series of recipes ranging from snacks and appetizers all the way to sweets and drinks from different parts of India. In the Snacks and Appetizers chapter, you’ll find Crispy Onion and Jalapeño Pakodas (this page) and 5-Minute Masala Corn (this page). Not only are they quick to make, but they are also big crowd pleasers!
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		When I shared my chickpea curry recipe (30-Minute Amritsari Chole, this page) from the Vegetables and Legumes chapter with my mom, she was blown away by its rich flavor profile—the greatest compliment I could ever receive! The South Indian Potato Masala (this page) is another standout that takes the humble potato and jazzes it up with chilis, ginger, and spices.

		If chicken is your thing, try The Best Butter Chicken (this page) in the Poultry and Eggs chapter. It’s the recipe my viewers consistently rave about. In the Seafood chapter, I share a simple but flavor-packed marinade for my 4-Ingredient Tamil Nadu Fish Fry (this page) that can be used to dress up any type of fish. The 20-Minute Coconut Fish Korma (this page) is a nod to coastal cooking and features an aromatic broth flavored with ginger, mint, and coriander. Comfort food at its best!

		If you are a fan of the classics, then check out the Goan Pork Vindaloo (this page) in the Meat chapter. While this curry is typically on the fiery side, I have tempered it so that it’s not too spicy. Don’t miss the 30-Minute Keema Pav (this page), which is like an Indian sloppy joe with spiced ground lamb stuffed between buns. I could probably eat five in one sitting!

		I know rice can sometimes be challenging to cook, so I have dedicated an entire chapter to it. I share my favorite way to prepare classic basmati rice so that each grain is perfect every single time. Then I take it to the next level with variations, including coconut rice and tomato rice. And if you have ever dreamed of making butter naan at home, my recipe in the Breads and Dosas section tastes exactly like the naan you get at your favorite Indian restaurant: slightly charred with a bit of chew, and all the melted butter you could dream of. Being South Indian, I am especially excited to share my dosa recipes with you. You’ll love the lacy, crispy texture.

		Then come the treats with sweets and drinks! The unique technique in my Classic Gulab Jamun (this page) recipe will make them tender and custardy every single time. Sweet Lime Soda (this page) is the one drink you can serve with just about any Indian meal. It’s refreshing and effervescent, and does a great job of tempering the heat when things start to get spicy.

		And because I love having fun in the kitchen, I’ve also included several mash-up recipes that highlight how Indian flavors can be incorporated into popular mainstream dishes (this is something I often play around with at home). Think Palak Paneer Lasagna (this page), Curry Popcorn Shrimp (this page), and Tandoori Fried Chicken Wings with Spicy Lime Honey (this page)!

		My goal is to help you realize that Indian food is indeed easy to prepare and can be pulled off any night of the week. You can enjoy super-authentic flavor without ever having to reach for a takeout menu. Once you start familiarizing yourself with the ingredients and techniques in this book, cooking Indian food will become more and more intuitive, allowing you to play around and create variations of recipes unique to your preferences.

		It has been an absolute joy writing this book, and I can’t wait for you to dig into these recipes. Enjoy!

	
		
			Spice Library

			When most people think of Indian food, the first thing that comes to mind are spices. While the laundry list can be long and intimidating, I am here to share how these spices can enhance your dishes and bring the best flavors to your meals.

			Nowadays, big-box grocery stores often have an aisle dedicated to international spices where you’ll be able to find pretty much everything you need. However, if you ever find yourself stuck, Indian grocery stores will always be well stocked, and many spices can be found online with just the click of a button. (I love the internet!)

			While I know the list of spices I have included here is quite substantial, there is no need to buy all of them in one go. Slowly start building your spice library starting with a few basics: coriander, cumin, garam masala, Kashmiri chili powder, and turmeric. These are the spices featured most in this book.

			If you end up buying your spices in larger quantities, I highly recommend freezing them in small resealable plastic bags to help maintain their freshness. Any spices you have in rotation in your pantry should be stored in airtight containers and kept away from sunlight to preserve their potency.
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		AMCHUR POWDER

		Unlike ripe mangoes, green mangoes pack a sour punch. Once dried and pulverized into a powder, they become amchur, a delicious seasoning that adds a pop of tang to dishes like my chickpea curry (30-Minute Amritsari Chole, this page). If you can’t find it, a squeeze of lemon is a great substitute!

		ANARDHANA POWDER

		Fruity and sour, anardhana powder is made of pulverized dried pomegranate seeds. Similar to amchur, they add a bit of tang to Indian dishes, but can be replaced with a squeeze of lemon in a pinch.

		ASAFOETIDA

		Asafoetida, also known as hing, is a gum resin used in Indian cooking that is sought after for its garlicky onion flavor. As certain people’s belief systems in India do not allow them to consume garlic and onion, this intense powder serves as a wonderful substitute. It is quite strong in flavor, so a little goes a long way.

		BLACK CARDAMOM

		Black cardamom is like green cardamom’s older cousin. Its pod is almost three times the size of a green cardamom pod and is much more fibrous and tough. Used exclusively in savory dishes, black cardamom has a deep smoky flavor that works incredibly well in curries. It is typically used whole and bloomed in hot oil to help release its flavor.

		BLACK MUSTARD SEEDS

		Earthy, nutty, and bitter, black mustard seeds often make their appearance at the very beginning of Indian recipes to help build a base of flavor, or at the very end when they’re popped in hot oil before being poured over a dish as a final seasoning.

		BLACK PEPPER

		Smoky and spicy, black pepper is one of the most versatile spices. It can be used whole, crushed, or ground. It is the signature flavor in my Chicken Pepper Fry (this page). Black pepper, incidentally, pairs very well with cumin with the heat of the pepper playing off the earthiness of cumin.

		BLACK SALT

		Also known as kala namak, black salt is a rock salt with a funky pungent aroma. A little goes a long way, and it should never be substituted 1:1 for regular salt in a recipe, as it is used more for its aroma than for its salty profile. Black salt is featured in the popular seasoning blend chaat masala and in my Pav Bhaji recipe (this page).

		CAROM SEEDS (AJWAIN)

		Though they only appear in one recipe in this book (Besan ka Cheela, this page), carom seeds are fun to have on hand for spicing up fried dishes like pakodas and samosas. Similar in flavor to caraway seeds, carom seeds are peppery and have a slight licorice-like taste.

		CAYENNE CHILI POWDER

		If you’re looking for a punch of heat, cayenne chili is the way to go! It is the chili powder  I use most often in my cooking, registering between 30,000 and 50,000 Scoville  heat units. While I provide measurements for chili powder in each recipe to accomplish a mild flavor profile, feel free to add more or less according to your taste.

		CHAAT MASALA

		A funky spice blend used to flavor many street food dishes, chaat masala is tangy, spicy, aromatic, and salty. It’s featured in my Nacho Chaat recipe, but I also love sprinkling it generously over a bowl of chopped fruit for a fast and easy snack.

		CINNAMON STICKS

		Cinnamon sticks are one of the most popular whole spices used in Indian cooking. Their sweet and spicy aroma comes to life when toasted in hot oil or boiled in water or milk.

		CLOVES

		Universally known for their sweet and spicy flavor profile, cloves are often added to Indian dishes at the beginning of the cooking process when they are bloomed in oil. You’ll know you have toasted your cloves enough when they puff up and almost triple in volume. Cloves are often bloomed in oil together with other spices like cinnamon stick, green cardamom, and Indian bay leaf.

		CORIANDER

		Coriander refers to the dried seed of the coriander plant. It has a gorgeous citrusy flavor and is used both coarsely and finely ground. Coriander is often partnered with turmeric and chili powder (cayenne or Kashmiri) as the base of flavor for many Indian dishes.

		CUMIN

		Cumin is one of my most beloved spices, and the one I reach for most often when I’m cooking Indian food. Used both in its ground and whole forms, it has a beautiful earthy flavor that works really well with other spices. Buy cumin seeds whole and grind them in small quantities in a small coffee grinder to get the freshest, most aromatic flavor.

		DRIED MINT

		I love dried mint because it has a beautiful floral, almost tea-like quality that adds so much dimension to dishes like my Crispy Aloo Tikki Burgers (this page). I also like having it on hand to add a bit of pizzazz to vinaigrettes and marinades when I’m looking to switch things up a bit.

		DRIED RED CHILIS

		Dried red chilis are used in Indian dishes to impart a bit of smokiness and heat. They are usually toasted, either dry in a pan or with a touch of oil to bring their flavor to the surface.

		FENNEL SEEDS

		Used whole or ground, fennel seeds have a delicious, sweet anise-like flavor that works well in vegetarian and meat dishes. I particularly love adding them to lamb.

		GARAM MASALA

		Hailing from North India, garam masala is the revered spice blend that is used generously in several of the recipes you will see in this book. Every family has their own variation, and I’ve included mine in the Sauces, Spice Blends, Condiments, and Fresh Things chapter (this page). Aromatic with the flavors of coriander, cumin, cardamom, cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, star anise, and black peppercorns, it’s best when you grind your own at home. It makes all the difference!

		GREEN CARDAMOM

		Green cardamom pods are tough and fibrous on the outside, while holding tiny fragrant black seeds on the inside. Sweet and almost perfume-like, they can be used whole to subtly impart their flavor to dishes, or finely ground for more intensity. I particularly love green cardamom in desserts like Tapioca Payasam (this page) and my 20-Minute Badam Halwa (this page).

		INDIAN BAY LEAF

		One leaf is usually all it takes to impart the fragrant cinnamon-like aroma of Indian bay. While they can sometimes be found fresh, I find it much more practical to have the dried leaves on hand. I love throwing a leaf into boiling water before preparing basmati rice—it makes it extra delicious.

		KASHMIRI CHILI POWDER

		If you like a hint of chili in your dishes but don’t want anything too spicy, Kashmiri chili powder is for you. It has a vibrant red color and a mild sweet heat that makes it a welcome addition to Indian dishes. Feel free to use Kashmiri chili anywhere you see cayenne chili in this book if you’re looking to tame the heat.

		KASOORI METHI

		If you’ve ever had butter chicken, then you’ll have tasted the magic of kasoori methi. The dried leaves of the fenugreek plant look similar to dried oregano once crushed but carry the slightly bitter and earthy flavor of celery.

		NIGELLA SEEDS

		While I don’t use nigella seeds, also known as kalonji, very often, they are a fun addition to your spice library if you’re able to find them. These intensely oniony seeds make an appearance in my Achari Chicken Curry (this page) and are also great pressed into the top of naan or kulcha dough before baking.

		STAR ANISE

		There is no mistaking star anise—its beautiful star shape is immediately recognizable. It is typically used whole and imparts an anise-like note to curries and rice dishes.

		TURMERIC POWDER

		Intensely yellow and known for its nutritional and medicinal qualities, this super spice is featured in many Indian dishes. Bitter, earthy, and musky, turmeric forms the base of flavor for many dishes. It is usually paired with cayenne chili powder or Kashmiri chili powder and ground coriander.

	
		
			Top Staple Ingredients

			Over time, I’ve learned to always keep certain key ingredients stocked in my pantry, fridge, and freezer so that I’m able to cook Indian food any time I want, without having to run to the grocery store.

			BASMATI RICE

			In India, basmati is the king of rice, known for its unique aroma and beautiful long grains. For the recipes in this book, I use white basmati rice. However, brown basmati (which still has its bran and germ intact) can be substituted. Just keep in mind that it requires a slightly longer cooking time than what is suggested in my recipes.

			COCONUT

			Coconuts are abundant in India, which is why they are used so often in our cuisine. The rich, creamy, and slightly sweet flavor of coconut is welcome in desserts, chutneys, curries, and other sweet and savory dishes. I like having tins of full-fat coconut milk (no sugar added) in my pantry at all times. I also have grated frozen coconut in the freezer for when I need to make a chutney quickly. However, I do prefer to buy a whole coconut, crack it in half, and grate the flesh myself when I have the time. Dried coconut unfortunately cannot be substituted for the fresh and frozen listed in my recipes as it does not have the ideal flavor required to maintain the authenticity of the dishes.

			CURRY LEAVES

			Pine-like in aroma and flavor, curry leaves are a one-of-a-kind ingredient that add so much dimension to Indian dishes. They can frequently be found fresh at Asian markets still attached to their branches, and can be easily stripped off. Unfortunately, there are no substitutes for the unique flavor of curry leaves. If you are lucky enough to find them, try to use them while they are bright and green. Place any leftover leaves between paper towels and store them in the fridge.
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		DHAL

		Dhal refers to dried lentils. There are many varieties of dhal, and because they are shelf stable, I love to keep a variety on hand in my pantry. I often use urad dhal (black gram) in my spiced tempered oil in rice dishes and chutneys, while toor dhal (pigeon peas), chana dhal (split chickpeas), moong dhal (split mung beans), and kidney beans are always on standby when I want to make a comforting bowl of creamy dhal to go with rice or chapatis. Many varieties of dhal can easily be found in the international aisle of your local grocery store. However, if you’re trying to find a more obscure variety, your local Indian grocery store or shopping online are your best bet.

		FRESH CORIANDER (CILANTRO)

		Fresh coriander, also known as cilantro, is an absolute must in Indian cuisine. It often makes an appearance as a final garnish for curries, is ground into chutneys, and is cooked into rice dishes like biryani. To keep coriander fresh, I fill a jar halfway with cold water and place the stems in the water. I cover the leaves with a resealable plastic bag, which helps keep them from drying out, and then place the jar in the fridge. Coriander can stay fresh this way for up to a month—just be sure to change the water every week.

		GARLIC/GINGER

		I pair garlic and ginger together here because they very frequently go hand in hand as the foundation flavors in Indian recipes. I like having fresh bulbs of
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