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  INTRODUCTION


  One of the earliest and fondest memories I have of my childhood involves playing house with my younger brother and sister. We would think up make-believe scenarios and play them out to the best of our ability and conviction. Some of my favorite playtimes included those where I imagined myself in front of a running camera while I animatedly went through my very own cooking show. Yes, I could say that I was born with a spatula in place of one of my bones.


  Growing Up in the Middle East


  I grew up with my two siblings, a younger brother and sister, in Kuwait, where my parents had made themselves feel at home for the past thirty years. Like every young liberal minded adult of their time, with dreams to see the other side of the world they grew up in, they both traveled the distance to this small desert country to find new purpose to their lives, and in turn, a better and brighter future than what they had succumbed to in their homelands. Amidst new opportunities and adventures, they found each other, and thus began the fusion of two cultures.


  My mom is a Malaysian; my dad, an Indian. Their is, of course, a union of two very distinct cultures. Because my dad refused to for sake his dal-roti routine when he married my mom, she could never accept that cooking a traditional Indian meal was out of her reach. So she toiled, and she toiled, and today she makes better curries and meaner biryanis than any born-Indian I know.


  Growing up, I truly believed that my mom was the best cook in the world. Many years later, I still hold strong to that belief. I loved watching her go about her kitchen duties while she chopped and prepped for dinner.


  The year I turned fifteen, Mom thought it was about time I learned to cook. If nothing else, it would at least ensure that I could feed myself when the need arose. She started off with teaching me to boll an egg. Somehow, boiling the perfect egg was always a daunting task. Many weeks, and dozens of parboiled eggs later, she decided she had had enough. A girl doesn’t need to live on boiled eggs—there is a whole world out there for her to explore that has nothing in particular to do with boiled eggs. Nonetheless, she decided to stick with eggs, only this time, fried. And glory to all glories, I nailed it from the get-go. With fried eggs being my favorite on the breakfast menu, Mom could now sleep peacefully knowing that when morning came, I could happily feed myself.


  To India for College


  After high school, it was time for me to move into a hostel for my college years in India. This was to begin a whole new phase in my life. India seemed more alien to me than I had ever imagined, far from the comfort and security of the only home I had known until this time, Kuwait. Even though we spent almost every summer in Delhi and its surrounding areas, I still felt like a stranger in this new land. I had never before been to Bangalore, a modern, open-minded metropolitan city in the state of Karnataka towards the southern part of the Indian subcontinent. Here, I met many challenges, language being one of them. Food came a close second.
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  India is as diverse in its food as it is in its people. If you were to start from the very top, which is the state of Kashmir, and move slowly downward, stopping in every state, province, and major city, you would be surprised by the variety of food you would have tasted along the way. A simple meal of lentils, which is one of the staples in an Indian diet, has as many variations to it as the number of homes that cook them. While I loved my north Indian fare, the food of the south was totally new to me, and striking to my palate.


  When I moved into college housing, I had very little in my recipe repertoire to equip me for an easy student life, as far as food was concerned. I had to myself a tiny studio apartment, equipped with a working kitchen, but like any carefree college student, I foolishly thought I could survive on cheap takeout and meals served at the cafeteria. Many tasteless meals and an empty wallet later, I decided to take matters into my own hands. I called up my mom (the long-distance phone call that would soon become a weekly ritual, much to the chagrin of my dad over the never-ending phone bills) and told her of my plight. She asked me to grab a pen and some paper and take notes as she spoke. She gave me a list of things I needed to buy, and told me what to do with each of them.
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  I was to follow Mom’s instructions to the letter at first, and once I felt the slightest bit of confidence, I could try to experiment on my own. But I was to always, and she meant always, call her back after each experiment and let her know what became of it. We would then discuss the process and find ways of perfecting it.


  Food and Family


  Since the day I made that fateful call to my mom, and went and got groceries by myself for the first time ever, I never looked back. We still have our weekly long-distance calls—I now well settled into my own home in Canada and her happy in the comforts of her home in Kuwait—and discuss the food we cooked and ate. I continue to ask her for her opinions on the foods I intend to cook and for feedback on those that I put up on my blog.


  When I look back, I always seem to remember food as something that brought our family together. Whenever we were happy or had any big news to share, food would most definitely become the center of our attention. I remember most of our birthday celebrations not by the gifts we received, but by the feast my mom made for us. Trips home from college during the summer were often preceded by many telephone calls planning the menu for the day I arrived. Most of our weekends were spent entertaining friends and family.


  On a whim one rainy day, my food blog, Hooked on Heat (www.hookedonheat.com), was born. The domain name was gifted to me by my husband after we realized that a couple of months of blogging had gained me quite the fanfare. When I typed my first few words that fateful day, little did I know what impact it would have on my life. What began as an outlet for my passion turned into a career I had always dreamt of having.


  The Simple Basics


  Of the few complaints I get about Indian cooking, the one that stands out is the myth that it is just too hard. Now, before you roll your eyes at me and say, “Yeah, sure, easy for you—you’re Indian!” just hear me out. True, I was born Indian in an Indian household with a mom who cooks the most delicious Indian food I know, but truth be told, and as much as I would like to believe otherwise, I wasn’t born with Indian


  

  

  

  GLOSSARY


  Learn the language


  Amchoor: Also known as dried mango powder; added to dishes to give a tart and tangy flavor.


  Arhar Dal: Also known as toor; a commonly used yellow lentil.


  Basmati: A long-grained Indian rice that is hugely popular. It is readily available in white or brown and imparts a fragrant aroma with light, fluffy texture when cooked.


  Bay Leaf: Pungent dried leaves of the laurel plant, usually added in meat-based curries for a heady, woodsy flavor.


  Beat: To manipulate food with a spoon, mixer, or whisk to combine.
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  Blanch: To briefly cook food, primarily vegetables or fruits, to remove skin or fix color.


  Boil: To cook food close to heat source, quickly.


  Brown: Cooking step that caramelizes food and adds color and flavor before cooking through.


  Cardamom: A fragrant whole spice available in both a small green and large dark brown pod. The small green type is often used in curries or desserts for a delicate subtle flavor, whereas the larger brown type gives out a much more robust flavor and is often used in meat-based curries and pilafs.


  Channa Dal: Yellow split pea lentils. This is also available in a green color.


  Chill: To refrigerate a soup or place it in an ice-water bath to rapidly cool.


  Chili Powder: Commonly known as cayenne; used widely in Indian cooking to impart heat and add a spicy flair.
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  Chop: To cut food into small pieces using a chef’s knife or a food processor.
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  Cilantro: This fresh herb is from the leaf of a young coriander plant; crush before using or use as a garnish.


  Cloves: A bud-like whole spice that imparts a robust aroma and strong spicy flavor to a dish.


  Coat: To cover food in another ingredient, as to coat chicken breasts with bread crumbs.


  Coriander: This spice seed is from a plant in the parsley family; the powdered variety is also a very common spice used in Indian cooking and imparts a subtle smoky flavor when added.


  Cumin Seeds: Also known as jeera; a commonly used spice added to warm oil to impart a warm earthy flavor to any dish.


  Curry Leaves: Commonly used in south Indian cooking; usually added to hot oil at the beginning of the cooking process to give a slightly aromatic flavor to the dish.


  Dal: A common word used for lentils, both in the raw and cooked form.


  Dice: To cut food into small, even portions, usually about ¼ square inches.


  Dry Rub: Spices and herbs rubbed into meats or vegetables to marinate and add flavor.


  Fenugreek Leaves: Also known as kasooori methi; is usually added towards the end of the cooking process to give the dish a new dimension of flavor.


  Garam Masala: A blend of various spices that are dry roasted and then powdered, including bay leaves, cinnamon, cloves, green cardamom, cumin, and coriander seeds.


  Gram Flour (Chickpea Flour): Also known as besan; commonly used as the base for making fritters or pakodas.


  Grate: A grater or microplane is used to remove small pieces or shreds of skin or food.
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  Masala: The term commonly used ro describe a spice or collection of spices.


  Masoor Dal: Split red lentils. These are widely available, commonly used and quick cooking.


  Marinate: To let meats or vegetables stand in a mixture of an acid and oil to add flavor and tenderize.
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  Melt: To turn a solid into a liquid by the addition of heat.


  Mint: A fresh herb used as garnish or blended in chutneys.


  Mustard Seeds: Seeds of the mustard plant, commonly added to hot oil.


  Nigella Seeds: Also known as kalonji; it releases a wonderful aroma when fried and imparts a robust touch of flavor to a dish.


  Paneer: A fresh Indian cheese that can easily be made at home and cooked without melting into the dish.


  Pan-Fry: To cook quickly in a shallow pan in a small amount of fat over relatively high heat.


  Paratha: A lightly fried Indian flatbread made with whole-wheat flour and usually stuffed with potatoes and other vegetables.
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  Pickles: Fiery hot condiments made from a mix of fruits and vegetables; often eaten in minute quantities.


  Roti: A flat Indian bread made from whole-wheat four and cooked on a griddle or nonstick pan.


  Saffron: A fragrant sweet spice in the form of threads, which also happens to be the most expensive spice in the world.


  Semolina: Also known as sooji; a grainy flour derived from durum wheat.


  Shred: To use a grater, mandolin, or food processor to create small strips of food.


  Simmer: A state of liquid cooking where the liquid is just below boiling.


  Steam: To cook food by immersing it in steam. Food is set over boiling liquid.


  Tamarind: Also known as imli; it is commonly used in a pulp form to add a tart, tangy flavor to dishes.


  Tandoor: An Indian clay oven used to cook meat, vegetables and breads at high temperatures.


  Toor Dal: A dull yellow-colored lentil that is most often used as the base for many south Indian specialities like sambhar.
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  Toss: To combine food using two spoons or a spoon and a fork until mixed.


  Turmeric: Also known as haldi; a bright yellow spice powder used in small quantities to add a rich yellow color to curries and other dishes.


  Whisk: Both a tool, which is made of loops of steel, and a method, which combines food until smooth.
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  Yogurt: A milk product used in most curries to thicken and give it a rich, creamy texture.


  Zest: The colored part of the skin of citrus fruit used to add flavor to food.
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