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INTRODUCTION

Making Indian food accessible to everyone has been my driving force for the last few years. When I moved to the UK over 20 years ago, I was surprised to discover that many people still didn’t know what we Indians ate day in, day out. I was often asked if I had naan and curry for dinner every day! Since then, things have definitely changed: people are more curious and ready to learn, and social media has opened more people’s eyes to the real-life cooking of my homeland.

For the last ten years, I have been trying to simplify Indian home cooking for readers, one cookbook at a time. There are many amazing cookbooks out there, so I try to look for missing links and offer up something new each time. I have explored many subjects, from healthy Indian cookery to making more meals vegetarian, even cutting down the time it takes to cook Indian classics to 30 minutes. But this time, my thoughts went to one of the key issues people complain about when trying to make Indian food at home: the number of ingredients.

It’s no secret that beginner or even some seasoned cooks perceive Indian cookery to include numerous ingredients, rafts of spices, pounding of pastes and slow-cooking to get those flavours we’ve come to love so well. But I’m here to tell you that it doesn’t need to be that way. In all my books, I have always tried to simplify recipes, keeping them straightforward and accessible for the cook at home. This time, I am going a step further and cutting down the main ingredients to a mere five in total.

You might read this and wonder if that’s truly possible. Surely, restricting yourself to five ingredients would mean compromising on flavour? But if you have made any of my recipes in the past you will know that flavour is not optional for me. How a dish looks is less of a concern, but tasting great is a nonnegotiable. Every recipe in this book is on point in terms of flavour.

Of course, cooking an Indian dish with just five ingredients is not natural to the cuisine. We love our spices and every little spice brings a different note to a dish. Indeed, some Indians may find it difficult to accept this concept of ultimate simplicity! This book is about keeping ingredients to a minimum but delivering big on taste. I hope that even traditional Indian cooks will be tempted to give it a go and discover just how easy it can be to make a wonderful meal with minimal input.

To date, this has been my most challenging book to write. It took me a while to finalize the concept, because I wanted to do something that was not only useful but truly worked for every level of cooking ability. Everyone should be able to make a great-tasting Indian meal at home. Whether you are a student or someone who has been cooking for years, I want this book to be useful to one and all.

I have made sure that every recipe in the book brings something different. For example, each recipe in the chicken chapter (except for my Egg Curry) starts with the same base ingredient, but it was important to me that the end results are all completely unique. It took a lot of trials and testing, but I’m delighted that the flavour of every single dal is different, the taste of every flatbread is varied … and that has taken a lot of work in the kitchen. In addition, you will find a few More Ways With recipes dotted throughout the book where I suggest some alternatives to the recipe ingredients, to give you several different takes on the same recipe. I hope you will enjoy playing with the flavours to find your own favourite versions of each dish.

I have ensured that you can put a whole meal together from the recipes in this book. I begin with some snacks and starters, and move on to vegetable dishes (sabji), then there are lentil-based dishes, fish and chicken mains, and rice (pulao) and flatbreads to enjoy them with. Of course, there are also some essential accompaniments, including salads, raitas, my favourite chutneys, and not to forget some Indian sweets. You can create a feast with all the recipes here, and – yes – they are all made with just five ingredients each.

HOW IT WORKS

The five ingredients featured in each recipe will include the meat or veg, pulses or dairy, the spices (including my spice blends, see next) and the herbs. These you will have to intentionally go out and buy. But in addition to those five, there are naturally some storecupboard basics you will need to pull everything together. I cover these in detail here, but they include salt and pepper, oil or ghee for cooking, chilli powder and sugar. And that’s it. If you feel like it, you can add your own garnishes, but I have left that entirely up to you.

MY SPICE BLENDS

The way that I bring as much flavour into the recipes as possible is through my spice blends. These are what we loosely call a ‘masala’, at home.

I have grown up with homemade masalas, prepared fresh every day. They’re a vital part of how Indians cook at home and I prefer them to store-bought mixes. By keeping just five key spice blends in your storecupboard, you will have a whole world of flavour combinations to play with.

Keeping true to my concept, I have used just five ingredients to form each blend. Putting the blends together was like a jigsaw puzzle! Indian spice blends traditionally have a number of spices in them, with lots of different aromas and flavours coming together. To bring them down to just five components was not a simple task. But I was delighted by the results and I’m so excited for you to try them in these recipes.

Each spice blend recipe makes just a small quantity. Once you’ve tried them, it’s easy to double the quantities next time. I have to be a realist – it’s entirely possible to just go out and buy readymade versions of these spice blends to use in the recipes, but I would encourage you to try my blends at least once – you won’t be disappointed!

I hope this book will find a forever home in your kitchen. My kids often commented, while tasting the recipes: ‘Is it really just five ingredients, Mum?’ I hope you too will be as pleasantly surprised when you cook these recipes, and – most importantly – enjoy eating them!



STORECUPBOARD BASICS

Whether you are new to cooking or a pro in the kitchen, this book should be quite straightforward to use. In addition to the five key ingredients of each recipe, there are five basic storecupboard ingredients you will need to have in stock to begin with. Keep these basics to hand and you can make any recipe in this book. You will not find them detailed in each ingredient list, but each method will tell you when to use them and how much to add.

1. Salt

Salt is the most basic ingredient that can make or break a dish. You can use table salt, sea salt, Himalayan salt, or any other variety you might use every day in your food. I use table salt in all my cooking. I do keep sea salt and other varieties in stock, but it’s table salt that I go for when cooking Indian food. This is something I grew up with, but over the years I have noticed that every Indian kitchen seems to favour table salt for everyday cooking. You cannot go wrong there.

2. Pepper

You will notice that I don’t really use too much pepper in my Indian cooking. It adds warmth and heat to dishes, but I don’t find its flavour suitable for all dishes. I always keep ground black pepper and whole black peppercorns in the kitchen, and tend to use whole peppercorns more than ground. Regardless, it’s a good spice to have as a staple in your cupboard.

3. Chilli Powder

This is the one spice that I receive the most questions about. For me, there was always just one chilli powder – the one that sat in my mum’s spice box. It was red and adding it to a dish made it spicy. It was only when I moved to the UK that I realized things were not so straightforward. In essence, I want to say that chilli powder is ground red chillies – they can be hot and spicy or milder. In the UK, you can get different spice levels of chilli powder. They are always just pure ground chillies, but with differing levels of heat. In the US, ‘chilli powder’ is a spice mix of ground chillies, paprika and a few other spices that vary from brand to brand. It’s a basic of Indian cookery, so this is one spice that is always good to have in the storecupboard.

4. Oil or Ghee

You’ll need a fat of some kind to do any kind of cooking, whether it’s a simple omelette or a fancy curry. Growing up, I watched my mum use sunflower oil or ghee (clarified butter) for nearly all her cooking. There was only one other option of mustard oil, which was only used for fish dishes and pickles. It was the same scenario in all the Indian kitchens I knew. Occasionally, I would spot a peanut oil, but that is all.

I used to incorporate a lot of sunflower oil in my everyday cooking, but have now moved to using rapeseed oil, because it is produced locally to where I live and I like the flavour it brings to food. I also use light olive oil, peanut oil and some butter. You can use whatever fat you prefer, just make sure it does not have a strong aroma or additional flavourings, as that will affect the taste of the dish. You can also feel free to mix a bit of oil and ghee in your dishes to make them taste even better.

Ghee has such a lovely flavour – a deep, smoky deliciousness. When cooking flatbreads, try making them with ghee instead of oil, as it adds a special crispness. And in rice-based dishes, the grains of rice become coated in the creaminess of the ghee.

5. Sugar

Whether you are cooking or baking, you will need some form of sugar in the kitchen. I have at least 6–8 types in stock at all times. The actual amount of sugar I use in Indian cooking is so minimal, it doesn’t really matter which type you use. It could be caster sugar, golden caster sugar or light brown sugar, or even just white granulated sugar will work well, too.


A note on ginger and garlic paste:

Readymade ginger and garlic pastes, which you may have spotted in the Asian aisle of supermarkets, are not a storecupboard basic for everyone, yet are one of the five key ingredients in many of the recipes in the book. They are very handy and will save you time and effort. However, I find freshly made paste tastes much better and adds more punch to dishes. To make your own, peel and chop equal amounts of garlic and ginger, then blitz them together in a blender. Alternatively, just finely chop them together. Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator. It will keep well for a week.




SPICE BLENDS

Chaat masala

One of the classic sour and smoky spice blends, this is such a great masala to always have in your spice cupboard. The black salt (kala namak) adds a special tanginess to it. You can buy it in Asian supermarkets. Whether you’re making salads, starters, soups, curries, rice or breads, this works with them all. I am never out of this spice blend – it’s just the best.

20g (¾oz) cumin seeds

5g (⅛oz) peppercorns

10g (¼oz) ground ginger

15g (½oz) black salt (kala namak)

30g (1oz) mango powder (amchur)

Heat a frying pan over a low heat and dry-roast the cumin seeds for 2–3 minutes until fragrant and starting to change colour. Let them cool, then transfer to a spice grinder.

In the same pan, dry-roast the peppercorns for a couple of minutes until fragrant. Let them cool, then transfer to the spice grinder along with the ginger, salt and mango powder. Blend until you have a nice smooth powder.

Store in a clean, airtight jar in a cool, dark place for up to 6 months.



Tandoori masala

A vibrant, lively masala that is traditionally used on meats and vegetables to be cooked in the tandoor, an Indian oven. Here, I am keeping it light and fresh so you can use it in marinades, in curries or with yogurt dishes as well. The Kashmiri chilli powder brings a dash of colour without adding too much heat, but you can use a spicy chilli powder instead, if that is what you prefer.

4 tablespoons
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