
		
			masalas

			Masalas, the secret weapon of Indian kitchens to be deployed as needed, are quite simply a blend of spices and seasonings. One can be as simple as freshly grated coconut with sesame seeds, ginger, and sliced green chiles tucked away in the refrigerator to toss into a dal or a curry, or a blend of warm aromatic spices such as cardamom, cinnamon, and black pepper crushed in a mortar or pestle and used to make an instant chai masala. An Italian pesto can be a masala, and so can the Turkish blend of spices ras el hanout, as can the Spanish sofrito with peppers, onions, garlic, and olive oil. Fresh herbs, like cilantro and mint, can be pounded with ginger, serrano chiles, and olive oil to make green masala lathered on morning toast with fried eggs or smeared on a beautiful wild salmon fillet just before it goes in the oven. All four of the following masalas will keep for up to 3 months in an airtight container away from light.

			chai masala

			

			While chai masala will add a heady fragrance to your chai, it has so many other uses for cooking. Since it is left in chunks, it is best added at the start of cooking to infuse the flavors. Add 1 teaspoon to hot oil or ghee just before cooking a stew or curry for a fragrant finish. Or add a generous tablespoon or two to the water when making meat or vegetable stock. You can also make a tisane with it by just adding 1 teaspoon to a cup along with sliced ginger and a sprig of mint and pouring hot water over it.

			MAKES ¼ CUP

			
				4 large cinnamon sticks

				2 tablespoons green cardamom pods

				1 teaspoon black peppercorns

				1 teaspoon whole cloves

				3 or 4 mace flowers

			

			Preheat the oven to 300°F.

			Combine all the spices in a small bowl. Spread them on a small baking sheet and toast in the oven for 3 to 4 minutes, until fragrant. Let cool and pulse in a coffee grinder until the spices are lightly crushed, not entirely ground.

			coffee masala

			

			Add coffee masala to ground coffee before brewing, but don’t limit it to coffee. Rub it on a piece of chicken or steak before grilling or roasting or add to meat stews at the end of cooking for a fragrant finish.

			MAKES ¼ CUP

			
				4 cinnamon sticks

				2 tablespoons black peppercorns

				2 tablespoons green cardamom pods

				2 star anise pods

				½ teaspoon whole cloves

			

			Preheat the oven to 300°F.

			Combine all the spices in a small bowl. Spread them on a baking sheet and toast in the oven for 3 to 4 minutes, until fragrant. Let cool and grind in a coffee grinder to a powder.

			curry masala

			

			Try to make small batches of this and use it up within 4 to 6 months or the flavors will dissipate. Use this in combination with garam masala (see below), which is best added at the end of cooking.

			MAKES 3½ CUPS

			
				1 cup toasted ground cumin

				½ cup dried ground turmeric

				½ cup toasted crushed coriander seeds

				½ cup freshly ground black pepper

				½ cup red chile powder (add more if you like your food hot)

				½ cup crushed fenugreek leaves

				2 tablespoons toasted ground fennel seeds

			

			Combine all the spices in an airtight container and store in a dark cool place.

			garam masala

			

			Garam masala, which literally translates to “warm spice blend” (meaning heating for the body) is the one masala that most Indian kitchens have tucked away in a cabinet. The recipes and proportions can vary wildly, but they will all possess a large amount of aromatic spices. Some will contain coriander and cumin. I prefer to leave it to aromatic spices, like the ones here, which adds a delicious heady finish to foods.

			MAKES 1 CUP

			
				¼ cup green cardamom pods

				6 large cinnamon sticks

				5 star anise pods

				5 black cardamom pods

				1 teaspoon whole cloves

				4 whole mace flowers

				1 whole nutmeg

			

			Preheat the oven to 300°F.

			Combine all the spices in a small bowl. Spread them on a baking sheet and toast in the oven for 3 to 4 minutes, until fragrant. Let cool and grind in a coffee grinder to a powder.
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			ajwain

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent

			WHEN TO ADD at start of cooking

			PAIRING bread doughs, seafood, brassicas

			amchur

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE astringent

			WHEN TO ADD at end of cooking, as a sprinkling spice

			PAIRING topping on roasted meats, vegetables, popcorn

			asafetida

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent

			WHEN TO ADD fry in oil at start of cooking

			PAIRING lentils, beans, brassicas

			black cardamom

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent, sweet

			WHEN TO ADD whole or ground at start of cooking

			PAIRING barbecue rubs, meat kebabs, dals, infuse in alcohols

			black cumin

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE bitter, pungent

			WHEN TO ADD whole, crushed, or ground at any time of cooking process

			PAIRING cheese, tomatoes, creamy sauces

			black pepper

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent

			WHEN TO ADD whole, crushed, or ground at any time of cooking process

			PAIRING creamy sauces, like yogurt, coconut, or cream

			cardamom

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent, sweet

			WHEN TO ADD whole at start of cooking, ground at end

			PAIRING meat curries, rice pilafs, desserts, infuse in alcohols

			chile

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent

			WHEN TO ADD at any time of cooking process

			PAIRING use powder or whole to add fieriness to all foods

			cinnamon

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent, sweet

			WHEN TO ADD whole at start of cooking, ground at end

			PAIRING meat curries, rice pilafs, sweets, and desserts

			clove

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent

			WHEN TO ADD whole at start, ground at end of cooking

			PAIRING crushed in rice pilafs, curries, breads, masalas

			coriander

			

			PROPERTY cooling

			TASTE bitter, pungent

			WHEN TO ADD crushed and ground at start of cooking

			PAIRING curries, meatballs, bread doughs

			cumin

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE bitter, pungent

			WHEN TO ADD whole, crushed, or ground at any time of cooking process

			PAIRING all vegetables, curries, meats, bread doughs

			fennel

			

			PROPERTY cooling

			TASTE sweet, bitter

			WHEN TO ADD whole, crushed, or ground at any time of cooking process

			PAIRING bread doughs, seafood, okra, raw at end of meal

			fenugreek leaf

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE sweet, pungent

			WHEN TO ADD toward end of cooking

			PAIRING potatoes, fish, creamy tomato stews

			fenugreek seed

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE bitter, astringent, pungent

			WHEN TO ADD only at start of cooking

			PAIRING crushed in stews, dals, braises

			kalonji

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE bitter, pungent

			WHEN TO ADD whole, crushed, or ground at any time of cooking process

			PAIRING barbecue rubs, meat kebabs, mushrooms

			mace

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE sweet

			WHEN TO ADD whole at start of cooking, ground at end

			PAIRING desserts, creamy curries, infuse in alcohols

			mustard

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent

			WHEN TO ADD whole at start of cooking, ground during cooking

			PAIRING curries, pickles, rice pilafs, potatoes

			nutmeg

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent, sweet

			WHEN TO ADD whole at start of cooking, ground at end

			PAIRING desserts, creamy curries, infuse in alcohols

			saffron

			

			PROPERTY cooling

			TASTE sweet, pungent

			WHEN TO ADD only at start of cooking

			PAIRING meats, stews, clear soups, desserts

			star anise

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent

			WHEN TO ADD whole at start of cooking, ground at end

			PAIRING desserts, creamy curries, infuse in alcohols

			turmeric

			

			PROPERTY heating

			TASTE pungent, astringent

			WHEN TO ADD only at start of cooking

			PAIRING curries, grains, pulses

		

	
		
			pantry staples and other essentials

			Aromatic Essences

			The nose is the gateway to the brain, and every scent we inhale registers with our minds and emotions. A sense of smell is one of the most ancient roots of our emotional life, and, as a result, scent has a unique capacity to evoke emotions and transport us to earlier times. Ayurveda is equally concerned with what we breathe and how we breathe, and regular pranayama—detailed breathing practices—can help our olfactory senses sharpen deeply. Just like when I smell vetiver (also known as “khus” in India), an essence similar to lemongrass, I am transported to summers in Gujarat, when on hot days we would suck on khus shaved ice or drink khus sherbets. The smell of sandalwood incense makes me instantly feel like I am back in an old temple in India. Medieval apothecaries that line narrow streets in New Delhi markets harken back to the days when rosewater and sandalwood essences were used to dab onto the edges of nostrils, throats, and behind the ears as perfume. My mother would dab jasmine essence on her handkerchiefs and rub her face with almond oil and rose water at the end of every day. And rose petals were cooked down to create an extract called gulkand and combined with coconut, fennel, and many other seasonings in the after-dinner digestive made out of betel nut leaves known as pan.

			Vetiver (khus) and rose water, usually sold in small glass jars as an extract, are used in desserts and on rare occasions as a finishing essence in rich nut-filled curries. Kewra water (also known as keora or kewda), a flowery sweet aromatic essence extracted from the pandanus or the male flower of the fragrant screw pine, is also used in desserts and sometimes in savory foods.
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			Coconut

			Grown near the coasts of Kerala, Goa, and Tamil Nadu, coconuts have been used in India for thousands of years. On visits to India, I scour the streets for vendors selling green unripened coconuts, usually sprawled on sidewalks in giant piles and opened with a quick slide of a knife. The best part is after I drink the juice, the vendor cuts the coconut open, scrapes the insides, and hands me the piéce de résistance—the soft snowy pulp. Brown coconuts are simply the ripened version of the tender green ones. While buying frozen or dried coconut is convenient, once you venture into cracking into a coconut and taste the fresh meat, there’s no looking back.

			To open a coconut, using the edge of a knife, first poke a hole into one or two of the three “eyes,” or soft spots, in the coconut and drain the juice into a glass. If residue from the hard shell falls into the juice, strain it through a tea strainer. Holding the coconut in one hand and a hammer in the other, hit it softly on all sides for about a minute, then place the coconut on a steel counter or floor and hit it hard to crack it open into two or three large pieces. While sipping the delicious coconut juice, pry the white portion off the shell into chunks using an oyster knife or paring knife. The white flesh will have a thin brown outer shell, but this is perfectly edible, and the chunks can be grated by hand or in a food processor. To make coconut milk, combine the flesh of one coconut with 2 cups water and blend until smooth. The silkiest and sweetest coconut milk is made from the pulp of green coconuts, if you are lucky enough to get your hands on some. Organic canned coconut milk free of additives or preservatives is an easy alternative.
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			fats

			The flavor in spices is carried through fats, and most chefs use liberal amounts of fat in their cooking. My mother would often say, and I have found it to be true, that when the perfect amount of fat is used in a curry, you’ll know the curry is ready when the fat separates and bubbles to the top to create a shiny layer. Fat is not only a cooking medium; it also contributes to and carries flavor, from the unctuous depth of ghee to the sweetness of coconut oil and the herby slight bitterness of olive oil. Slow lazy breakfasts with whipped butter on warm toast or dipping rotis or parathas in melted ghee is one of our family’s weekend pleasures. Adding roasted garlic and freshly crushed black pepper to ghee or olive oil transports us to heaven.

			homemade ghee

			

			Ghee, the golden unctuous elixir of medieval Indian cooking, has been used for more than six thousand years and is considered the most healing of all substances. It is simply unsalted butter that is cooked until the milk solids separate into a caramelized mass and out emerges a golden clarified butter. Many hundreds of years ago in India, ghee would be stored in wells, and when soldiers returned home from war, the ghee was used to heal wounds. My grandparents ate their entire meals cooked in ghee and lived to their eighties. The smell of warm melted ghee is always nostalgic for me—it brings me back to the mornings when my mother would make a crisp aloo paratha and douse it with ghee before handing it to me for breakfast. As with most things, the quality of butter you use will greatly impact the quality of your ghee. Buy the best organic unsalted butter you can find. Ghee keeps at room temperature for up to 1 year and is known to develop a depth of flavor as time passes.

			MAKES 1½ CUPS GHEE

			
				1 pound unsalted butter

			

			Melt the butter in a heavy-bottom saucepan over medium heat. Be careful: as the butter heats up, it might splatter and splash around. Continue cooking over medium heat, and as soon as it comes to a boil, lower to the lowest heat setting and cook for 45 minutes to 1 hour. The milk solids will first begin to separate out and rise to the top, concentrate, and subsequently sink to the bottom and turn a deep caramel color. They probably will get stuck to the bottom (see note) and a clear golden liquid with a nutty, complex aroma and taste will appear. Turn the heat off and let the ghee rest for 15 to 20 minutes, then strain it through a metal strainer, removing the milk solids. The milk solids can be reused in sautéed vegetables or added to a dal or a flour mixture. If the milk solids appear to have burnt slightly, the ghee will still be fine, albeit a touch darker. To this day, I overcook ghee so often that I now call it brown butter ghee and simply move on.

			Variations

			Saffron Ghee: Add a generous pinch of saffron while boiling the butter and add another pinch after it’s strained.

			Spice-Infused Ghee: Depending on how strong you want it, add your choice of 1 tablespoon or more lightly crushed cloves, cardamom, cinnamon, or nutmeg (or any other fragrant whole spices) to the ghee while boiling and remove while straining.

			A note about cleaning: The milk solids will probably stick to the bottom of your pan, and after you have scraped off what can be reused, here is a trick to clean the pot. Let the pan rest for 5 to 10 minutes, then wash it using soap and a sponge. The milk scum will come right off. Alternatively, add water to the pot and cook rice or lentils in it. The milk solids will dissolve, adding delicious flavor to the food, and cleanup will be easy!
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			olive oil

			High-quality olive oil is my daily-use cooking oil. The olive tree is one of the oldest cultivated trees, before even written language was invented. Native to Asia, olive trees spread from Iran, Syria, and Palestine to the rest of the Mediterranean basin six thousand years ago. First extracted into olive oil in Greece, this green liquid gold was brought to the Iberian Peninsula by the Phoenicians and Greeks. With a legend of mythical proportions, olive oil was often used as currency and commanded high prices in medieval times. At one time, it was the oil used to fuel churches’ oil lamps and altars. Following the advice of Hippocrates, medieval pharmacists prescribed olive oil for numerous ailments, from skin disorders to kidney stones, and as an antidote against certain poisons.

			Though I never used olive oil in India, when I saw how well its slightly bitter, peppery flavor complements spices and Indian cooking in general, I immediately embraced it and have been using it for decades. The primary fat in olive oil is oleic acid, a monosaturated fat that is filled with antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties. The health benefits of olive oil reduce with high-temperature cooking, so I usually use a little olive oil in the first stages of cooking and drizzle a finishing olive oil at the end.

			A few years ago, my son, Virag, returned from a study-abroad program in Spain excitedly carrying home a bottle harvested days before. It was an exquisite green color with the light fruity fragrance of fresh-cut grass and a slight peppery bitterness that tingled my throat. Olive oil deteriorates as it keeps, and after tasting fresh olive oil, I never looked at it the same way again. A large proportion of commercial grocery-store olive oil is rampant with rancidity, fustiness, and mustiness, so I recommend testing brands with small bottles before moving on to bigger quantities. However, once you taste good fresh olive oil, there is no turning back. Greeks use more olive oil than any other nationality, particularly those from the island of Crete. My obsession with good olive oil has only grown as I have made friends with small importers of Greek or Italian origin who bring in freshly harvested naturally extracted olive oils and have taught me how to taste and smell olive oil by swishing it in my mouth followed by a quick gulp to tell the different varietals apart. For everyday cooking, I use a single-origin olive oil from Crete, and I use a variety of Tuscan extra-virgin olive oils for drizzling on top of foods.

			coconut oil

			Coconut oil is a sweet oil that imparts a delicious yet unusual coconut flavor to foods. I use coconut oil occasionally in cooking and baking and also for massaging into my skin and hair. Not only does it strengthen and nourish the scalp and skin, when warm, our skin and scalp absorb it slightly better than most other fats. Given how easily coconuts grow on the Malabar Coast of Goa and Kerala, coconut oil is particularly popular with cuisines from those regions.

			other oils

			Mustard oil, cold pressed from brown or black mustard seeds, is very common in India, particularly in Bengali cooking. Both the oil and the seeds have some of the properties of wasabi with a hotness that warms the nose and head. While medical studies are inconclusive, due to a high percentage of irritants like erucic acid and isothiocyanates, the sale of edible mustard oil was banned in Western markets for years and was sold under the guise of “massage oil.” These days, however, it is freely available at Indian grocers in America. When using it, however, remember to heat it to a high smoke point to denature the irritants.

			Light (untoasted) sesame oil, called “gingelly oil” in India, is a neutral-flavored oil that can be used in place of coconut oil. Peanut oil and rice bran oil both have a high smoke point and are ideal for deep-frying. Walnut and pistachio oils make great finishing oils.

			flours

			Roti flour, which is simply finely ground whole-wheat flour, is the staple flour of most kitchens in India. The main difference between roti flour and supermarket whole-wheat flour is that the latter is coarsely ground. The finer the grind of the roti flour, the softer the roti. White all-purpose flour, called maida, is seldom used in everyday cooking. Chickpea flour, ground-up chickpeas, on the other hand, is another staple of an Indian kitchen. Used in making batters for fritters such as pakoras, sweets such as mithai (small nuggets of fudgelike candies), or as a roux for a sauce or curry, it is infinitely useful. I have used it as an egg replacement (1 egg = 1 teaspoon) in plant-based baking and have sneaked a generous pinch into bread and cake recipes to add complexity and depth of flavor. To minimize my use of refined white flour, I also turn to rice flour. It has a milder flavor than chickpea flour and can also be used in conjunction with chickpea flour for batters, stuffings, and pancakes.

			minced garlic

			

			In India, garlic is considered sweet, pungent, and warming and is as much a medicine as it is a flavoring ingredient. It has been known to remove plaque from arteries and purify and increase blood flow. It can be used as an antiseptic, sedative, and disinfectant. Some Indians believe that a small garlic clove swallowed each morning gives vitality and virility and rejuvenates the intestines.

			MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP

			
				2 cups peeled garlic cloves

				Approximately ¼ cup olive oil

			

			In the bowl of a food processor, pulse the garlic until finely minced. Store in an airtight container with a thin layer of the oil on top for up to 1 month in the refrigerator. As long as there is a layer of oil over the minced garlic, it will keep without spoiling or losing flavor.

			ginger puree

			

			Ginger is ground zero for most of my cooking; I use it in most preparations from savories to sweets. When buying ginger, seek out pieces with translucent and tender skin. If the only ginger available has thick brown skin, pick pieces with as few nubs and bruises as possible. Do not peel ginger—in India it is commonly believed that ginger’s maximum flavor lies just beneath the skin. Considered warming, cleansing, and stimulating, ginger has been regarded as medicine in Ayurveda and Chinese medicine for over five thousand years. Ginger is one of the most highly recommended aids for digestion, muscular pain, and constipation. Ginger juice mixed with honey is good for treating congestion and facilitates breathing by opening up wind passages.

			MAKES ABOUT 1½ CUPS

			
				1 pound ginger

				About 1 cup water

			

			Cut the ginger into ½- to 1-inch pieces—if any of the skin appears tough, slice it off and discard it, but otherwise leave the peel on. Pour the water into the bowl of a blender, then add the chopped ginger. Blend in short intervals, turning the mixture around with a spatula to get at all of it, until pureed. Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator, where it will keep for up to 2 weeks. Use the puree with the liquid unless specified otherwise.

			herbs

			Herbs add a marvelous fragrant finish to most dishes, contain a variety of antioxidants and phytochemicals, and are visually stunning. A few years ago, one of my coworkers, Mary Cuclis, started a massive herb garden in her backyard, and for years after, I would be regaled with abundant herb bouquets including curling fragrant oregano vines, rosemary stalks, gorgeous nasturtium blossoms, thick clumps of zesty cilantro, heady basil, lemon balm, and more. I started bringing the herbs home, and at first I felt I had to use the oregano in Italian recipes or rosemary in recipes from the Mediterranean, but soon I was playing with adding fistfuls of oregano to a simple fish curry, lemon balm to my morning chai, and rosemary chopped up in roti doughs. It fostered a love for herbs like no other, and now we consume a voracious amount. At home, I will happily garnish a curry or stew with whatever I have on hand—basil, oregano, lemon balm, or rosemary. Inspired by Mary’s green thumb, we now have massive pots of herbs at the restaurant and at my home to supplement for when our suppliers are running low.

			The one herb I cannot live without—well, cannot cook without—is kari leaf (also referred to as curry leaf). There is no connection between a kari leaf and a curry: sometimes leaves go in a curry recipe, and sometimes they don’t. I’ve intentionally chosen this spelling of kari leaf to make the distinction that kari leaves and curries are not intrinsically connected. When I left India, this plant native to my home country with an aroma reminiscent of lemon and pine was the flavor I missed the most. Before visits back to India, I would ask my mother to sun-dry kari leaves and I would return clutching the precious flavor I loved so much. I have used rosemary, which has a similar pinelike flavor, in place of kari leaves in an absolute bind. Now at the restaurant, along with many customers who have taken cooking classes with me, we grow these plants here in Texas. Kari plants grow slowly but do well in most climates. They can grow into bushes or large trees over time. Once they take root, they are sturdy and can fill your garden with their distinctive aroma. While they are used in a variety of ways all over India, I typically use them in stews, braises, and soupy lentil broths.

			caramelized onion puree

			

			Everybody has a different definition of wealth. My mother estimated hers by counting her diamond earrings and gold necklaces. My idea of wealth is having a well-stocked refrigerator with hard-to-make basics, like caramelized onion puree, minced garlic (see this page), ginger puree (see this page), and ghee (see this page). If spices are the soul of Indian cooking, onions are the heart, especially in northern Indian–style cooking. How you cut them, cook them, for how long, the color of the caramelization—all of this has an immense impact on the end result. Cooking onions may be the most time-consuming part, but once you learn to make your own caramelized onions, there is no turning back. You can use them for many other things, such as an addition to stews, pasta sauces, or masalas. Before I was in the restaurant business, I would make caramelized onions every couple of months and keep them in little plastic bags in the freezer so I would always have them on hand.

			MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS

			
				½ cup olive oil, plus more for the top layer

				6 or 7 large white onions (roughly 5 pounds total), cut in half and roughly sliced or chopped

			

			Heat the oil in a large frying pan or wok over high heat and add the onions. Cook, stirring, every 3 to 4 minutes, until they begin to show a light brown color. They will sweat and begin to reduce in volume. Lower the heat to low and continue to simmer, stirring occasionally, until they are dark golden brown and considerably reduced in volume. If they appear to stick to the bottom of the pan, add a few tablespoons of water to deglaze the pan. This entire process will take 1 to 2 hours. Set the onions aside for 5 to 10 minutes to cool slightly.

			While still warm, pulse the caramelized onions in a food processor until smooth. Store the onion puree in a tight-fitting container with a thin layer of oil on top or distribute into small plastic bags or ice-cube trays and freeze until you’re ready to use them. The puree can be frozen for up to 6 months.
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			homemade paneer

			

			Paneer is the only cheese India can lay claim to—it is simply an unripened farmer-style cheese, except that it has no rennet, only vinegar or lemon juice. It has a pure clean flavor that blends well with herbs or spices. The higher quality the milk, the better the taste of the paneer. A2 milk has the A2 b-casein enzyme that is easier to digest than the A1 b-casein. In India, it is believed that all cows in medieval times were A2 cows.

			MAKES 1½ POUNDS

			
				1 gallon whole milk, preferably organic A2 milk

				2 teaspoons sea salt

				1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

				1 teaspoon lightly crushed cumin seeds

				¼ cup distilled vinegar or fresh lemon juice

				2 to 3 tablespoons olive oil

			

			In a heavy-bottom stockpot, combine the milk, salt, pepper, and cumin seeds and bring to a boil over medium-high heat, stirring frequently. Make sure not to scald the milk, or the paneer will take on a smoky flavor.

			Just when the foam begins to rise, pour in the vinegar, lower the heat to medium-low, and simmer for 5 to 6 minutes. The milk should form big curds, which should rise to the top, separating from the whey, the clear liquid in which the curds are floating. As soon as the liquid is clear, turn the heat off and let the paneer rest in the liquid for 20 to 30 minutes.

			Over the sink, pour as much of the liquid into a cheesecloth- or a kitchen towel–lined colander as you can without disturbing the curds. Using a slotted spoon, gently lift the curds out of the pot and place on the cheesecloth. With the back of the slotted spoon, press the curds gently to squeeze and discard most of the whey. The round shape of the colander will shape the paneer into a wheel. Fold the cheesecloth over the paneer to cover it completely and let it drain in the sink for 2 hours with light pressure from a bowl or pot filled with water placed on top. Too much pressure will result in a dense block of paneer. Refrigerate the wrapped wheel for at least 24 hours for the cheese to firm up.

			When you’re ready to finish the paneer, preheat the oven to 325°F.

			Oil a baking sheet, gently unwrap the wheel directly onto the baking sheet, and drizzle the remaining oil onto the wheel. Bake for 15 to 20 minutes, until the paneer top has a nice golden brown color. Remove and let it cool. Wrap tightly in plastic wrap and store in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks or the freezer for up to 4 months.

			sweeteners

			Given that I own a bake shop, people often laugh when I tell them that I do not have a sweet tooth. While I seldom crave cakes or cookies, I do like to add an element of sweetness to all my meals, which may be the reason I rarely have sweet cravings after. Whether it’s a few pomegranate seeds or kishmish, a slender green raisin common in India (originating in Afghanistan) tossed on a salad, something sweet is always part of the meal. Roasted butternut squash tops a savory saag, and at some point in cooking dal or a vegetable curry, a sweet element goes in. It could be a touch of jaggery, minimally processed date or palm sugar, or a final drizzle of local honey or maple syrup on savory roasted vegetables. Or we will have a sweet chutney on the side to balance the food. Spending years in Canada helped me appreciate maple syrup, and I use it liberally in drinks and salad dressings. Again, this is my subconscious desire to stay in tune with the six tastes of Ayurveda, knowing that they bring deep satisfaction to food.

			For baking and other such needs, natural (and unbleached) cane sugar remains a pantry staple.

			Jaggery

			Made from unrefined concentrated cane juice, date palm, or palm sap, jaggery is similar to piloncillo from Mexico. Usually sold in light to dark brown chunks or blocks, jaggery is sweeter than cane sugar and much easier to digest, so when swapping it in, use less.

			Honey

			Honey is considered one of the most perfect foods in Ayurveda. However, it must be eaten judiciously and never be cooked, as cooking denatures its properties and renders it toxic. After I make my morning chai, I stir in honey for sweetness. It’s wonderful in salad dressings or to drizzle on top of a salad.

			tomatoes

			When good, fresh local tomatoes are not in season, I lean toward canned tomatoes. There are many brands of good canned tomatoes with minimal or no additives, yet my preference is Mutti, a recent import from Italy (a brand I have no affiliation with, whatsoever). I have found their finely chopped tomatoes, tomato puree, and tomato paste to be the best on the market, and all the recipes in this book were developed using Mutti products.

			homemade yogurt

			

			Yogurt is widely used in India for many different purposes. It was seldom available commercially during my childhood years, and even today, most families make plain yogurt each night for the next day’s use, using a bit of yogurt as culture for the next batch. There are homes in India that have been using the same culture for decades, and the flavor improves over time. Yogurt is usually eaten unsweetened and plain, on the side of a meal to cool off the spices and, more important, to balance flavor, or as a raita—a salad of vegetables and spices tossed with yogurt. Yogurt is also used to make lassis, added to marinades, and used as a creamy component in curries.

			MAKES 4 CUPS

			
				4 cups whole milk, preferably organic A2 milk

				2 to 3 tablespoons full-fat fresh yogurt with live cultures

			

			In a small saucepan, heat the milk to a boil over medium heat, frequently stirring using a metal or wooden spoon to prevent the milk from sticking to the bottom. As soon as it reaches approximately 155°F (use an instant-read thermometer to test it), turn the heat off. It should be warm but not hot to the touch. Add the fresh yogurt and whisk the entire mixture until the yogurt has properly blended in with the milk. Transfer to a serving bowl or container. Place the container in a warm place (in a turned-off oven with the pilot light or viewing light on works best) undisturbed for 10 to 14 hours or overnight. The yogurt should be set. If not, leave it in the oven for another 6 to 8 hours. Refrigerate until ready to use. Save a little bit of the yogurt to make the next batch of yogurt and so on and so on.
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			The Dairy Dilemma

			In the Vedic tradition, each animal is considered sacred, as it holds the complex memory of life on Earth. The shamanic cultures also identify themselves by the name essences of animals. Each animal possesses its rhythm of grace, movement, and self-nourishing instinct. The appearances and movements of animals clarified their deepest search for spiritual unity with the Earth.

			The cow is considered the manifest keeper of the memory of the Earth’s spiritual essences, and “protecting the cow” is an ancient Vedic term inferring protection of the scriptures and nurturing of the land. If the cow became extinct, we would not be able to maintain the memory necessary for human survival on Earth. Given the way we treat cows, it is no coincidence that every symptom the cow suffers in her captivity is mirrored in the present condition of the human species.

			The cow’s essential nature is nurturing, solid, stoic, and giving, like a mother. Cow’s milk is considered a pure perfect food, but only if the cow is treated with reverence, love, and respect. In the agribusiness of American cattle farming, cows wallow in freezing mud in their own excrement, exist in darkness and death with no mobility, and are pumped with thousands of chemicals and antibiotics. The system victimizes the animals and the farmers, pollutes the land and our environment, and, in the end, does us humans untold harm. Ayurveda believes that the energy of the animal is inherited by humans when we consume it; in this case the mental agony of the cow is transferred to the consumer and manifests as fear, isolation, and melancholy.

			However, with a surging demand for ethically sourced meats and dairy, there is a resurgence of small organic dairies producing milk and milk products in a humane way, and while their products are significantly pricier, it is a small price we as consumers are paying for our health and the health of our planet.

			what is curry?

			The word curry has had its share of controversy over the years. In 1974, celebrated Indian cookbook writer Madhur Jaffrey wrote that the word “curry” was as degrading to India’s great cuisine as “chop suey” was to China’s. In 2003, she went on to publish a book, The Curry Bible: an indication of how much currency the word had gained. Food bloggers have tried to start a trend to cancel the word, claiming that it is an offensive blanket term to describe any Southeast Asian dish with gravy or stew. While at first, I also rebelled against the use of the word, twenty years in the restaurant business and I have come to accept it. The word is here to stay.

			The truth is that curry is neither a spice nor a spice mix. It’s just a sauce with spices in it. The British borrowed the term curry from the Portuguese, who described caril or caree as any broth or gravy that Indians made with butter, nuts, vegetables, and a multitude of spices. In an attempt to capture the overwhelming variety of “broths,” the English classified curries as Bombay, Ceylon, or Madras. This broad categorization missed the subtle variations and nuances of each preparation across the many kitchens of India. To the British, curry was not just a term that described an unfamiliar Indian approach to food, but a dish in its own right created for the British in India. Outside of restaurants, the word curry is practically nonexistent among Indians. There are specific names for broths, braises, and stews, which cannot be simplified as just a curry. Curry powder, a commercially prepared mix of spices (mostly turmeric, cumin, and coriander), is a Western notion dating to the eighteenth century. It was first prepared and sold by Indian merchants to members of the British Colonial government and army returning to Britain. No self-respecting Indian cook uses curry powder, or none that I know. If you have any in your pantry, throw it out unless it is fresh and well-sourced. Or better still, make your own fresh curry powder (see Masalas, this page). Indians may use upward of ten spices in one dish, but they are all added individually and at different times in the preparation. They may be used whole, ground, toasted, crushed, or just popped in oil (see this page) to release flavor.

			Curry has traveled the globe. From Africa to the Caribbean to Fiji and other Pacific islands, curries are common fare. Japanese train stations and shopping malls have stands selling curry and rice and here in the United States, the popularity of curries just keeps rising.
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			This is a basic guide to making a homemade curry. Use this chart to learn how to build layers of flavor and create your own curries. First, decide on your main ingredient and how much time you have: vegetables make for a quick-cooking dish, while bone-in meats take longer to cook. There are endless variations, and this chart is simply meant to be a starting point to create your own curries.

			

			1. Heat the Fat

			PICK ONE

			Ghee (see this page), olive oil, coconut oil, sesame oil, mustard oil

			2. Pop the Spices (see this page)

			PICK ONE OR A COMBINATION OF THE FOLLOWING

			Cumin seeds, mustard seeds, coriander seeds, fennel seeds, fenugreek seeds

			3. Add Whole or Lightly Crushed Spices

			PICK ONE OR A COMBINATION OF THE FOLLOWING (OPTIONAL)

			Green cardamom, black peppercorns, coriander seeds, cloves

			4. Add the Kari Leaves (optional)

			5. Sauté the Alliums

			ADD ONE OF THE FOLLOWING AND COOK UNTIL TRANSLUCENT OR SOFTENED

			Minced onions or leeks

			OR ADD

			Caramelized Onion Puree (this page)

			OPTIONAL

			Asafetida can be used to replace or intensify the onion and garlic flavor

			AFTER THE ONIONS ARE NEARLY COOKED, ADD

			Minced Garlic (this page)

			6. Add Ground Spices

			ADD THE DESIRED GROUND SPICES

			Turmeric, ground cumin, ground coriander, red chile powder

			7. Choose Main Ingredient(s)

			ADD ONE OF THE FOLLOWING RIGHT AWAY

			Vegetables, such as carrots, squash, potatoes, eggplant

			Fish fillets, chunks, or steaks

			Dark-meat chicken pieces (bone-in or boneless)

			Meat chunks (bone-in or boneless)

			8. Stir in an Acid

			ONCE THE MAIN FILLING IS NEARLY COOKED, ADD

			Chopped or pureed tomatoes (canned or fresh) and/or plain whole-milk yogurt (see this page)

			9. Add Creaminess and Thickness (optional)

			PICK ONE OR A COMBINATION

			Coconut milk, heavy cream, toasted ground nuts

			10. Mix in Aromatic Spices

			PICK ONE OR A COMBINATION OF THE FOLLOWING

			Garam Masala (this page), ground cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, mace

			11. Add Quick-Cooking Green Vegetables (optional)

			COOK JUST UNTIL WILTED

			Peas, spinach, kale, watercress, collard greens

			12. Turn the Heat Off

			13. Finish with Bright Flavor

			PICK ONE

			Lime juice, lemon juice, a sprinkle of amchur (dried mango powder)

			14. Fold in or Garnish with Aromatic Herbs

			ADD ONE OR A COMBINATION OF THE FOLLOWING

			Cilantro, basil, mint, thyme, sage, parsley
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		Pancakes and Eggs
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		India is the land of pancakes and crepes, but not in the way most people in the West might imagine. With neither chocolate chips nor sweet syrups to accompany them, these pancakes are fermented glories made with interesting combinations of coconut, rice, millet, and/or lentils. They may be sweet or savory, and the sheer breadth of varieties that can be made with the various batters, be it dosa, chilla, or malpua, could stand up to any crepe on the streets of Paris.

		Chilla, a savory pancake made from chickpea or millet flour that’s ready in minutes, is one of my favorite breakfasts. Buried deep in the belly of Crawford Market in the city of Mumbai, a few vendors make a living flipping chillas from bubbly batters with spices, herbs, or cheese on large skillets over coal-burning stoves on their carts. This batter can also be fermented, but I prefer the instant one with eggs. It can be topped with mushrooms, avocado, and eggs and becomes a great vehicle for vegetable or meat leftovers.

		At the top of the pancake pile is the dosa: the quintessential fermented crepe of southern India. Dosas are stuffed with potatoes or other spiced vegetables and sometimes meats. Uthappam is a thicker and fluffier variety of dosa, more like a savory Western pancake with toppings. Both dosa and uthappam are made from the same batter, which is a basic 3:1 ratio of rice to lentils that are soaked, ground, and fermented. Dosa batter is easier to make than any basic sourdough bread recipe and is naturally gluten-free and easier to digest. My biggest dream for this book is that it inspires home cooks across the world to discover the delights of these ethereal spongy crepes and pancakes, with dosa batter regularly fermenting away on kitchen counters and dosas becoming their newest family staple.

		dosas
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		For years, the idea of making dosas at home intimidated me. On many occasions, I would stare mesmerized at the rapid rhythm of street vendors in Chennai or New Delhi expertly spreading bubbly fermented dosa batter in a circular or oval shape on massive flat skillets and rapidly handing dosas out to hungry customers. I made a few unsuccessful attempts at home and have one distinct memory of over-fermented batter spilling all over my kitchen counter and floor overnight. Relegating it to restaurant food, I stayed away from learning how to make dosas for years. On our opening team at Pondicheri was a young woman, Mary Cuclis, who had traveled to India and urged me to try. I resisted again. One day she pulled out a handwritten recipe given to her by a hotel cook in India. Within months we had dosas on the Pondicheri menu, and I have never looked back.

		Making dosas at home is a whole different matter. At the restaurant, dosas are made on large flat griddles, but home-style dosas are made on smaller frying pans or cast-iron skillets. Dosas made at home will
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