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“A wise man acts always with reason, and prepares his own lentils himself.” 

Zeno, the Eastern Roman Emperor 
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I: Lentils: Why Bother?
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OKAY, SO IF YOU WERE a sailor in the 2nd century B.C., with no idea of when exactly could you hit the next dock or port, you certainly had no option but to stock on cereals and legumes/lentils. 

You could, of course, carry some fresh fruits and vegetables, and even meat, when you set sail, but in those days of non-refrigerated travel, you had to consume these within 3-5 days.

And then go back to what else, but legumes/lentils.

You could catch fish, but there was no guarantee that you could catch one just in time for your lunch or dinner.

So legumes/lentils were generally what would save your ***. 

So much so that the Romans named their emperors after the most common legumes: Lentulus (lentil), Fabius (fava), Piso (pea), and Cicero (chickpea). 

A lentil diet was considered necessary in Ancient Rome to achieve a modest temper (as Pliny wrote). Ancient Romans associated lentils with prudent virtues.

But that was then. 

Why bother now, when anyone who can eat meat doesn’t have to worry about any protein deficiency. Fish, lamb, chicken, turkey, pork, beef, eggs... are all known to be protein-rich foods.

So much so that in the West, if you are a vegetarian or a vegan, a commonly asked question would be:

Don’t you run short of proteins if you simply survive on soups and salads?

You may not like the faked, solicitous tone that usually accompanies this query. 

But let’s face it. The question is quite justified. 

Soups and salads may not be sufficient for your daily protein requirement even though it really depends on what you put in your soups and salads.

So, what can a vegetarian or a vegan really do if she doesn’t want to become protein deficient? 

A cavalier answer would be: go for protein shakes or supplements.  

But as I have already discussed in some detail in my book Healthy Cooking In A Jiffy, these come in such bewildering forms that, without expert help or supervision, they may cause more harm than good, with terrible side-effects that range from mood swings to gout and kidney stones.

So what natural vegetarian sources of proteins can you then access?

Tofu and nuts immediately come up as worthy options that are rich in proteins and suitable for vegetarians. But that couldn’t be the end of the list, could it?

If you want a short answer, then here it is.

Legumes and Lentils.

Yes, you read it correctly.

In ancient times, legumes/lentils were regarded as “a poor man’s meat”. Now thanks to scientists and expert bodies like the Mayo Clinic, we know that legumes/lentils are not only high in protein, like meats, but are actually better than meat with more dietary fiber and lower fat content. 

Adults generally need 10 to 35 percent of their total daily calories from proteins. This amounts to about 50-175 grams of protein a day based on a 2,000-calorie-a-day diet (according to Mayo Clinic). 

As per the U.S. Department of Agriculture National Nutrient Database for Standard Reference, 1 cup of cooked legumes/lentils contains over 17 grams of protein. So with some clever permutations and combinations, it should be possible to get all your protein needs from legumes, lentils, and dairy products.

Meat eaters, however, will point out that since legumes/lentils do not contain all nine essential amino acids, they can’t, therefore, be regarded as a complete source of proteins. (Tip: They basically lack the amino acids methionine and cysteine.) 

The good news, however, is that you can easily get all nine amino acids by consuming legumes/lentils with a grain such as rice.

It is no wonder that Indian home food is considered incomplete without chawal, dal aur roti or rice, lentil curry, and Indian bread, respectively. That’s probably why Indian cuisine has such a robust tradition of cooking legumes and lentils in a variety of forms that is unmatched by any other cuisine on Planet Earth. 

Now I understand how ancient Indians were able to deal with the problem of protein deficiency amongst a population that was forced to remain vegetarian most of the time. The trick was to include a cup of lentil curry (locally known as dal) for at least two meals: lunch and dinner. 

Make it three if you live in South India!

Other Health Benefits of legumes and lentils also regarded as the “Healthiest Food in the World”

Legumes and lentils are rich in fiber: If you are looking for ways to reduce constipation, relax; you need not swallow anti-constipation pills or those disgusting fiber supplements. Try legumes and lentils instead, which are high in dietary fiber, both soluble and insoluble. Not only do they add bulk to stool, but they have also been found to reduce symptoms of the dreaded Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS).

Legumes and lentils are good for a Healthy Heart: It has been found that societies that consume legumes and lentils as part of their regular diet are 82% less at a risk of developing cardiovascular diseases than those who do not. Legumes and lentils contain significant amount of folate and magnesium which do wonders for your heart. Magnesium is considered to be “Nature’s Own Channel Blocker”. This means that your arteries and veins breathe a sigh of relief as this mineral improves the flow of blood, oxygen, and other nutrients throughout your body.

Legumes and lentils replenish Iron Needed for Energy: Legumes and lentils are rich in iron. Iron is an integral component of hemoglobin, which transports oxygen from the lungs to all body cells. Iron is also a vital component of energy production and metabolism in the body. No wonder, legumes and lentils are nowadays recommended to pregnant women who may be at a risk of iron deficiency, as also to growing children and adolescents in need of iron.

Legumes and lentils are low in cholesterol: Legumes and lentils are preferred over red meat (another rich source of iron) because legumes and lentils, unlike red meat, are low in fat, calories and cholesterol. They are also somewhat lower in oxalic acid and similar chemicals which cause stone formation in kidneys and result in gout, a painful affliction of joints caused by the deposition of oxalate crystals.

Have I now provided enough justification for incorporating legumes and lentils in your diet? 
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II: Some Interesting Facts about Legumes and Lentils That You May Not Know
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LEGUMES AND LENTILS were probably forgotten in the “developed world” with easy availability of red meat and the rise of fast-food joints.

But going back in history, legumes and lentils seem to have been cultivated and consumed for thousands of years, starting from the time of the Neolithic agriculturists. 

Archaeologists have found remains of legumes and lentils in the ruins of early farming villages dating back to 7000 B.C. in what is now known as modern day Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran.

Legumes/lentils are mentioned in religious books such as the Bible, Quran and the Vedas. In a Biblical tale, lentils were a godsend to the famished Esau. 

The Quran mentions that legumes were vital to the diet of the Christian community in Egypt. 

Lentils are consumed during Lent, a time of fasting before Easter, in many Catholic countries. Probably the name “lent” comes from the Latin word “lens” meaning lentils.

Vedas tell us that men domesticated cattle and grew barley, rice, and lentils.

Lentils have been uncovered in tombs and in the underground stores of the pyramids in Egypt. Egypt was known to be the leading seller of lentils in the ancient world. 

Ancient Roman writer Pliny reported that a ship left the banks of the Nile with its hold filled with 2,800,000 pounds of lentils destined for Italy.

Ancient Greeks gave up eating lentils when they gained wealth and status. “Now that he is rich he will no longer eat lentils; formerly when he was poor, he ate what he could get,” Aristophanes once wrote.

The most interesting fact is legumes and lentils did not always have a good image. They produce gas and sometimes upset stomach. No wonder, legumes and lentils were considered to “bring nightmares and inflame the stomach” in Medieval Europe.

(Courtesy: Joel Denker) 
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III: The Robust Legume/Lentil Cooking Tradition In India
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NOW IF YOU ARE CONVINCED that legumes and lentils are good for you and wish to incorporate these in your diet, how should you go about doing that?

After extensive research, I realize that most Westerners have legumes and lentils mostly in their soup. 

Forgive me if I sound condescending! 

But this attitude seems to flow from the 19th century assumption that legumes and lentils are only good for the poor and are of little nutritional value otherwise. They could, therefore, be had as soups, purees, with toasts and other such inconsequential dishes, as remarked by writer Ella Kellogg once.

At the most, some books would recommend baking legumes and lentils with cheese, putting them in hamburgers, having them with sausages and casseroles, or making lentils stew.

Then you have the famous students’ dorm dish of baked beans (straight from the can) and the West Asian “sauce” hummus, without which no Israeli, Lebanese, or Palestinian meal can be termed complete.

I must admit that there is nothing wrong if you want to have your legumes and lentils this way.

But if you want to experiment, and wish to embark upon a roller coaster culinary adventure, you may want to look at Indian cuisine. 

If you are an Indian, you need no introduction to this topic.

This is because Indians appear to have adapted and innovated recipes over hundreds or perhaps thousands of years that include legumes/lentils as the MAIN ingredient. The diversity of lentil recipes in India is simply breath taking and even mind boggling at times.

Here are some ways (other than soups or curries!) that legumes and lentils are cooked in India:

Legumes and lentils cooked with rice. Yes, there are many dishes where legumes and lentils are cooked like this. 

Recipes include Pea Pulao (or rice stir fried with peas), Khichdi (a very common dish consumed during various Hindu festivals), Khichdi’s South Indian variation Pongal or Bisi Bele Bhath, and its sweet version Sweet Pongal. And finally as Dosas (rice and lentil pancakes) and Idlis (steamed rice and lentil cakes) in the whole of South India. 

Legumes and lentils in snacks and accompaniments: You may have heard of Indian snacks called Pakoras, Khandvi, Dhokhla, Vadas, Madhur Vadas, and Dahi Vadas. 

These are all different kinds of fried or steamed dumplings and fritters, some sweet and others savory. All of them require legumes/lentils as their main ingredient.

Legumes and lentils as Kebabs: This seems to be a pretty recent innovation. So if you are a vegetarian and have perhaps never tried kebabs that your non-vegetarian friends relish with such obvious joy, don’t worry, I may have a solution. 

Try making these exotic lentil kebab dishes. Believe me, your meat-loving friends too will find these dishes scrumptious. Some of these recipes are so good that your non-vegetarian friends may not be able to differentiate between a meat kebab and its lentil lookalike Hara Bhara Kebab.

Legumes and lentils stuffed in breads: Again, you may have heard about the famous Indian Paratha. These ghee roasted breads come in various sizes and shapes and also differ a bit from region to region. You can stuff these with all kinds of things like potatoes, or cauliflower. However, in the Eastern Indian state of Bihar, there is a tradition of stuffing these Parathas with peas, or roasted chickpea flour (also known as Sattu), or Split Chick Peas (Chana Dal). 

It is said that without carrying Sattu or roasted chickpea flour with them, for sustenance on those long and arduous treks, Buddhist monks from Bihar could NOT have spread Buddhism to far off places from Afghanistan and Tibet to China, Korea, and Japan!

Legumes and lentils as desserts: Yuck! This may be your first reaction. After all, legumes/lentils are supposed to be bland and flavorless. How can anyone possibly think of having these as desserts? 

Let Indian cuisine then disabuse your mind. 

Just try besan (Chickpea flour) or Moong Dal (Bengal Gram) Halwa or the famous motichoor laddoos, and you would know what I’m talking about.

Still don’t believe in India’s robust legume/lentil tradition?

Browse through then some of the recipes in the following pages to find out for yourself.  
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IV: Using Instant Pots 
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WHEN THIS BOOK WAS originally published, Instant Pots had not become as popular as they are now. Now even the Indian market is full of them with some especially designed for Indian cooking (with a designated button for Dal, for example!). 

So, when we started getting requests from readers for adding directions for using Instant Pot, we listened. That’s why we came out with this new edition where we have adapted over twenty recipes which could be cooked using an Instant Pot.

Please note that not all recipes, in our opinion, can be handled well in an Instant Pot. Especially the ones requiring deep frying, or continuous stirring, or roasting (all recipes in Chapters 3 (Pakoras), 4 (Kebabs), 5 (Parathas) & 6 (Desserts)) – which all can be better tackled the conventional way. 

Readers are, however, free to experiment and adapt the recipes as they deem fit.
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