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Manju Malhi has inspired millions with her simple approach to cooking Indian food at home, with TV shows in Asia as well as the UK. In her cuisine, she draws on her heritage and combines it with the realities of Western life to come up with delicious dishes using good ingredients. Manju grew up surrounded by Indian culture and traditions and several years of her childhood were spent in India. Spices run through her veins and their beneficial properties play an important part in her approach to good food and healthy living. Manju Malhi lives in London, where she teaches people of all ages – from eight to eighty – how to cook healthily and in return they laugh at her jokes.
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INTRODUCTION

How to use spices as part of a healthy, balanced diet

Who doesn’t enjoy a good curry? A trip to the local Indian restaurant has become a regular part of modern British life. But like many eating-out experiences, Indian food has developed something of a reputation for being calorie-laden. However, in the right hands, Indian cuisine can be among the healthiest in the world. Its herbs and spices are like an edible apothecary, offering all manner of benefits to the body.

Spices are strongly flavoured or aromatic parts of plants, and are used in small quantities in food as a flavouring or preservative. In Indian cooking, spices are used fresh or dried, whole, broken, crushed or ground to a powder. Besides their culinary uses, spices have also been used medicinally since ancient times. Not only are spices the key to authentic Indian food, they are also central to the traditional system of medicine known as Ayurveda. Many spices and herbs are used for their healing properties, including black pepper, cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, cumin, fenugreek, ginger, nutmeg, paprika, saffron, turmeric and even vanilla.

Early Indians ate food that was easily available from nature: fruits and berries, meat and fish were the main food items of the country’s nomadic inhabitants. When people began to settle in the fertile river valleys they were able to cultivate crops such as cereals and pulses, and to domesticate animals. Rice, lentils, vegetables and meat were all flavoured with a few locally grown spices. As civilisation developed, the wealthy were able to access spices from further afield, and India became known for its richly spiced foods.

There is a well-known ancient Hindu Sanskrit saying that the ‘guest is god’ when entering an Indian household. And that is reflected in the ancient traditions of serving food. Fruits and sweets made from milk were offered to guests as part of the ritual. This enormous generosity with food thrives in many Asian households around the world. Food is a medium for the expression of love and relationships. Eating for Indians is without doubt an art form that has been cultivated over the centuries, and spices are the stars.

In India today, ‘rich’ foods have come to mean salty, creamy and oily foods, rather than richly spiced dishes. Increased urbanisation, less physical activity and the introduction of processed foods has led to a rise in diet-related diseases such as diabetes, obesity, high blood pressure and heart disease in what is an increasingly sedentary lifestyle. But there is a middle ground, where a balanced diet results in a healthier lifestyle.

This cookbook shows you how easy it is to eat healthily with Indian cuisine – whether you’re new to Indian cooking or simply want to surprise your guests with something spicy and different. Many of the recipes highlight the health-promoting properties of spices. Making healthier Indian home-cooked meals doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice flavour. Seasoning your dishes with spices will enable you to use less of other, less healthy, ingredients such as salt, added sugars and saturated fat.

There is an Indian tradition of adding salt to food because it is thought to balance the flavours of spices. Salt is often not measured but is generously scattered into dishes. However, eating too much salt has been linked to high blood pressure and increased risk of stroke. Salt is the common term for sodium chloride; it’s the sodium part of the compound which is considered to be harmful if taken in excess. Rock salt, mineral salt, sea salt, pink salt and coarse salt may include other minerals, but if they contain sodium then that is something to be wary of. The recommended intake for adults is no more than 6g of salt per day – the equivalent of just over a teaspoon. However, as salt is present in many of our everyday and shop-bought foods it can be difficult to control how much we eat, other than in what we cook from scratch. The good news is that as almost every Indian dish uses spice for flavour, there is no need to add much salt. For most dishes that serve four people I have suggested a quarter teaspoon of salt as an optional addition. I recommend investing in a set of measuring spoons rather than liberally sprinkling salt straight into the pot. But I have found that by gradually reducing the amount of salt I use, my palate has adjusted to appreciating the flavours of spices much more.


Cooking fats and oils

In this book I use various oils, including olive, sunflower and coconut, as well as butter and ghee. In many recipes these are interchangeable, although butter and ghee add a somewhat richer flavour. All fats and oils are high in calories and should be used in moderation. Avoid deep-fried foods, not only because of their high fat content, but also because the high temperature can damage the molecular structure of the fat, making it hazardous to health.

Ghee is a type of clarified butter: it is made by melting butter and removing the milk solids and impurities. It has a higher smoking point than other oils, which makes it a good choice for frying. However, vegetable ghee (used in some Indian restaurants) may contain trans fats, which are detrimental to health and have been found to increase the risk of heart disease.



Indian cuisine is packed with flavour and the liberal use of fresh vegetables, pulses (legumes), yogurt, rice and other grains makes it inherently healthy as well. Vegetables and pulses, in particular, are high in dietary fibre, which keeps you feeling full for longer, and this should help you to cut down on less healthy snacks and sweets.

Spices form the backbone of Indian cooking, and although the list of spices used to prepare some recipes may look intimidating, they provide alluring layers of flavours in a matter of minutes. Whether you’re preparing a quick curry for an easy weeknight meal or a medley of dishes for an Indian-themed dinner party, you’ll find these recipes to be simple, healthy, flavourful and delicious. Preparing food in a calm, collected and chilled way makes the whole experience of cooking and eating an enjoyable affair. I hope you’ll be able to spend some time with me as your guide to achieving mouthwatering dishes in minutes.


CHAPTER 1

Spice Blends

Indian food without spices is like a summer without sunshine. While some of the dishes in this book focus on just one or two spices, others blend together a range of flavours: this chapter includes some of the most popular spice blends. Once you get to know these amazing flavours, you’ll find it easy to cut down on salt in your cooking. Try reducing your salt intake gradually over three weeks; your taste buds will accept the change and will become more sensitive to increased salt levels. Spice blends can replace excess salt and add depth of flavour to your dishes.

The spice blends in this chapter are easy to prepare. You can make them in advance and store them in airtight containers away from sunlight, heat and moisture for up to six months.

Chaat Masala Spice Blend

Chaat is a term that describes a range of hot and tangy snacks. Chaat masala is a mixture of spices whose combination creates this zingy flavour. Although this blend is sometimes used in cooking in northern India, it’s more often sprinkled over a salad or cooked vegetable dish as a garnish.

PREPARATION TIME: 5 MINUTES

COOKING TIME: 1 MINUTE

MAKES 6 TABLESPOONS

3 tbsp cumin seeds

1 tbsp coriander seeds

1 ½ tsp fennel seeds

4 tbsp mango powder (amchur)

3 tbsp powdered black salt

1 ½ tsp carom (ajwain, ajowan) seeds

1½ tsp freshly ground black pepper

¼ tsp asafoetida

1 ½ tsp ginger powder

1 tsp dried powdered mint

1 Heat a flat griddle or frying pan on a medium heat. When hot, add the cumin, coriander and fennel seeds and toast until the seeds begin to turn a little darker and start to release their aromas. Stir often while toasting, to prevent the seeds from burning. Tip the toasted seeds on to a plate and leave to cool.

2 When they’re completely cold, put the seeds into a spice mill, coffee grinder or food processor. Add all the other ingredients and grind to a fine powder. Store in an airtight container away from sunlight.

Chicken Masala Spice Blend

This spice blend works well with poultry dishes and can also be used for a delicious mixed vegetable curry.

PREPARATION TIME: 5 MINUTES

COOKING TIME: 1 MINUTE

MAKES APPROXIMATELY 5 TABLESPOONS

8–10 peppercorns

1 tsp cumin seeds

1 tbsp fennel seeds

6 cloves

4 green cardamoms

2 black cardamoms

2.5cm piece of cinnamon stick or cassia bark

2 star anise

¼ tsp fenugreek seeds (optional)

1 tbsp ground coriander

½ tsp turmeric

¼ tsp grated nutmeg

1–2 tsp chilli powder

1 Heat a frying pan on a medium heat and add all the whole spices: the peppercorns, cumin seeds, fennel seeds, cloves, green and black cardamoms, cinnamon or cassia, star anise and fenugreek seeds, if using. Stir for 30 seconds to a minute until the spices release their aromas.

2 Remove the pan from the heat and then add the ground coriander, turmeric, nutmeg and chilli powder and stir.

3 Grind the mixture to a fine powder in a spice mill, coffee grinder or a pestle and mortar. Store in an airtight container away from sunlight.

East Indian Five-Spice Blend – Panch Phoran

The spice mix known as panch phoran (literally, ‘five spices’) is a speciality of Bengali cuisine. It generally consists of fenugreek seeds, cumin seeds, mustard seeds, nigella seeds and fennel seeds in equal quantities. However, some cooks reduce the amount of fenugreek seeds as these may impart a bitter taste. Nigella seeds (known as kalonji, and sometimes called black onion seeds) are thought to reduce cholesterol levels. Panch phoran gives a distinctive flavour to pulse and vegetable dishes. To use it, the whole seeds are fried in a little hot oil (a process known as tempering) before other ingredients are added.

PREPARATION TIME: 2 MINUTES

MAKES APPROXIMATELY 5 TEASPOONS

½ tsp fenugreek seeds

1 tsp cumin seeds

1 tsp brown mustard seeds

1 tsp nigella seeds

1 tsp fennel seeds

1 Mix the seeds together and store in an airtight container away from sunlight.

2 Use the panch phoran blend as whole seeds, or grind to a powder just before you need it. In a recipe to serve 4 people you will need about 1 teaspoon of panch phoran.

Garam Masala – Hot Spice Blend

One of the best-known of India’s spice blends, garam masala literally means ‘a mixture of hot spices’. It is often added at the end of the cooking time rather than at the beginning and is an integral part of most curry dishes from northern India.

PREPARATION TIME: 5 MINUTES

COOKING TIME: 2 MINUTES

MAKES APPROXIMATELY 2 TABLESPOONS

4 x 5cm pieces of cinnamon stick or cassia bark

12 bay leaves

5 black cardamoms

20 green cardamoms

4–5 pieces of mace

1 tsp fennel seeds

1 tsp cloves

1 tsp black peppercorns

1 Heat a frying pan on a medium to low heat until you can feel the heat rising. Add the cinnamon or cassia, bay leaves and black and green cardamoms and roast for 30 seconds, shaking the pan.

2 Add the mace, fennel seeds, cloves and peppercorns and continue roasting, shaking the pan, for about 1 minute more, or until you can smell the aroma of the spices. Watch carefully so they do not burn.

3 Tip the spices on to a plate and leave to cool.

4 When they’re completely cold, transfer the spices to a spice mill or coffee grinder and grind to a fine powder. Store in an airtight container away from sunlight.

Curry Powder Spice Blend

Curry powder generally includes chilli, turmeric, coriander and cumin among other spices and can often be used as a ‘go to’ spice blend. You can use this blend in the Vegetable Chop recipe (page 34) and Egg Curry (page 42).

PREPARATION TIME: 5 MINUTES

COOKING TIME: 2 MINUTES

½ tsp cumin seeds

½ tsp fennel seeds

½ tsp coriander seeds

6 cloves

4 green cardamoms

2.5cm piece of cinnamon stick or cassia bark

10 black peppercorns

2 dried red chillies

2 bay leaves

½ tsp turmeric

1 Heat a frying pan on a medium heat and add all the spices except the turmeric. Toast them for a couple of minutes, shaking the pan from time to time to prevent them burning, until they begin to release their aromas.

2 Tip the spices on to a plate and leave to cool.

3 When they are completely cold, transfer them, along with the turmeric, to a spice mill or a coffee grinder and grind to a medium to fine powder. Store in an airtight container away from sunlight.

Chana Masala Spice Blend

This is a combination of warming spices that works well with many chickpea, lentil and pulse dishes.

PREPARATION TIME: 5 MINUTES

COOKING TIME: 1 MINUTE

MAKES APPROXIMATELY 5 TABLESPOONS

3 tbsp coriander seeds

3 dried red chillies

2 tsp fennel seeds

8–10 cloves

2 black cardamoms

2 tbsp cumin seeds

1 cinnamon stick

2 star anise

1 tsp black peppercorns

a small piece of mace (optional)

2 tsp dried pomegranate seeds or mango powder (amchur)

1 Heat a frying pan on a medium heat and add all the spices, except the pomegranate seeds or mango powder. Toast for a minute until you can smell the aroma of the spices.

2 Leave to cool for a few minutes.

3 Add the pomegranate seeds or mango powder, then transfer to a spice mill or coffee grinder and grind to a medium to fine powder. Store in an airtight container away from sunlight.

Kolhapuri Spice Blend

Kolhapur is a district in the western Indian state of Maharashtra. The food of the region is spicy and hot, with a special spice blend that is used predominantly in meat dishes.

PREPARATION TIME: 5 MINUTES

COOKING TIME: 2 MINUTES

MAKES APPROXIMATELY 2 TABLESPOONS

1 tsp coriander seeds

1 tsp cumin seeds

¼ tsp brown mustard seeds

1 tsp black peppercorns

5–6 cloves

¼ tsp fenugreek seeds

¼ tsp fennel seeds

pinch of poppy seeds (optional)

1 bay leaf (optional)

¼ tsp chilli powder

pinch of grated nutmeg (optional)

1 Heat a frying pan on a medium heat and add all the spices except for the chilli powder and nutmeg, if using. Toast for a couple of minutes, shaking the pan and making sure they don



Northern Indian Spice Blend















Pav Bhaji Masala Spice Blend























Indian Chicken Stock
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