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Dedication

To the thirty-five incredible women across India

and Sri Lanka who patiently and generously

shared hundreds of heirloom family recipes with

us. Women’s work in the kitchen, especially in

South Asia, is rarely validated, compensated, or

studied with the gravitas and adoration that it

deserves. May we change that forever.
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Introduction
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As a modern-day spice trader trying to build a business deeply rooted in equity and culture, I’m often confronted with the reality that folks don’t know that the original intent of colonization of South Asia was the domination of the spice trade. Most folks don’t realize that the spices in our cabinets have shaped and grown empires, and that our understanding of these spices and how to use them has largely been molded by those who knew the least about them!

The colonial history of the spice trade means that when we think of cardamom, we might think of a Scandinavian cardamom bun, but not Chachu Lukose’s delicately seasoned white fish curry from the cardamom hills of Kerala (Meen Moilee). Or, when we think of pepper, we naturally jump to steak au poivre or cacio e pepe, but not Shirley Parameswaran’s Kodava pork curry (Pepper Pork) from the Coorgi hills, where pepper has grown wild and abundantly for thousands of years.

The British, Dutch, and Portuguese colonizations of India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka robbed South Asia of a cumulative $50 trillion (!!) over the course of two centuries. The economic impacts of colonialism were and are devastating, but in my line of work, I’m reminded every day just how much colonization also deprived the region culturally and culinarily. The aim of this cookbook is to reveal the depth and complexity of South Asian cuisine, and perhaps for the first time in recent history, to center South Asia in our understanding of how to cook with spices.

Diaspora Spice Co. was born from the longing for flavors of home in their full force, for culinary storytelling that embraces nuance, gristle, and hard truths. We persist now to carve out a piece of the world where our stories of migration, freedom, belonging, and home can finally stretch out and take a deep breath.

The greatest joy of my job is harvest season. Getting to spend the weeks from January through March visiting the fields, the homes, and, most importantly, the kitchens of Diaspora Spice Co.’s growing roster of farm partners, is pure delight for my cook’s heart and perpetually eager stomach. After each visit, I leave with a newfound appreciation for the labor and rigor that goes into growing and processing spices and come home energized to recreate the fresh, bright, and beautiful meals I ate in each farm kitchen.

I will always remember visiting our Byadgi Chilli farm partner, Malleshappa Bisirotti, in the black earth plains of Hiregunjal, Karnataka, in 2019—his wife unwrapping a tiffin lunch for us on a cotton sheet in the middle of their field under the shade of a banyan tree, surrounded by ripening chilli plants and the drying millet harvest. She’d made a chutney of wild tomatoes, chilli, and coconut, to be scooped up with light millet rotis dripping with hot ghee (clarified butter). For dessert, she’d ground sesame seeds with jaggery and stuffed the sweet paste into small, thick parathas. And, finally, she’d picked fresh guavas and sprinkled them with their Byadgi chillies and salt. Every single ingredient in our meal was grown and processed on the farm. It was a simple, affordable meal made with beautiful ingredients, and it gave me context for the flavors the Byadgi chillies were grown to be paired with. It was then that I first started to piece together the idea for this cookbook that would take another six years and over forty collaborators to bring to life.

The shape of what would become this book grew little by little with each spice harvest as I ate my breakfast of silky cardamom-and-pepper-laced coconut stew with steamed string hoppers in the rainy hills of Kerala during the Aranya Black Pepper harvest. As I had my first sip of saffron and licorice kehwa in snowy Pampore, Kashmir, curled up next to the coal-powered samovar in our saffron farm partner’s home. As I went foraging for fiddlehead ferns and nettles to turn into a simple Himalayan spring dinner with Amitha, one of our Pahadi Pink Garlic partners high up in the Tons Valley.

But the project really only came into sharp focus when I met Asha. If you are already a Diaspora customer, you know Asha’s cooking and gentle, guiding voice well—her gift for developing highly cookable, big flavor recipes has become the backbone of how we connect with our global community of home cooks. I’m incredibly lucky that she’s been our recipe developer for five years and counting, and even luckier that she agreed to write this book with me.

Between October 2023 and March 2024, Asha and I, along with our long-time photographer, Melati, spent nearly four months crisscrossing the subcontinent, compiling over 175 recipes from twenty-two of our spice farm partners. Then, we tasted and tested—and re-tested!—in our Berkeley test kitchen until we landed on eighty-five regional, highly cookable, incredibly delicious recipes spanning ten states across India and Sri Lanka. The recipes that lie ahead are our California-ish adaptations of the family heirlooms of thirty-five women from Kandy to Kotgaon, from Ukhrul to Udumbanchola.

Our hope is for this book to act as an accessible introduction and a highly personal guide to cooking with spices and incorporating South Asian techniques and flavors into your home cooking. It is in no way exhaustive or definitive, but we’re hoping to bring the sunshine, the forest canopy, the sizzle of curry leaves in coconut oil, the mouth-puckering tang of tamarind, and the incredible hospitality of our spice farm partners into your kitchens, one satisfying, seasonal recipe at a time.
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While Diaspora Spice Co. is an Indian incorporated business, and I was born and raised in Mumbai, it’s been uncomfortable and important to name that in certain places where we work, we’re the occupiers. We work in several regions where I can relate easily to our partners, often speaking the same language as them, where our ancestors might have shared the same struggles. But in regions like Kashmir and Manipur––heavily militarized areas where the Indian government has systematically stripped indigenous populations of their rights––it makes sense that these communities would be mistrustful of an outsider like me. I keep coming back to this quote from my friend and art historian Donna Honarpisheh: “To promote ethical consumption while showing a gaping neglect towards geopolitics is failing to grapple with the very real consequences that these politics have towards economically crippling or nurturing a region.” So, no matter how trendy our packaging, or how sexy our sourcing trips look, I find myself constantly asking: Does our work perpetuate erasure of culture and cuisine, or does it hold the promise of undoing some of that harm? It’s a simple enough litmus test, and one that constantly drives me to refine, and course correct, our mission. We’ve been lucky to work with incredible partners in both Kashmir and Manipur, folks whose trust I feel lucky to have won over years of collaboration, and it’s their lead we follow in the stories we tell in this book and, ultimately, in the spices we sell.

With this cookbook, we are sharing the culinary heirlooms of our farm partner families, and it is our job to act as equitable translators. The soft wizardry of developing a dish with the bits and bobs left over in a kitchen, feeding a family every day, teaching the next generation how something should taste—in our patriarchal capitalist world, this is considered women’s work and is routinely devalued. So, the very first line item in our budget was to pay every single one of our contributors, all women, as close to US recipe development rates as possible. We paid the women directly to ensure they had agency over the money. The compensation sparked many complicated and meaningful conversations about what their knowledge and experience is truly worth—as you can imagine, far more than they’d been led to believe.

On the surface, we just sell spices, and this book is just some recipes, but if you look closely, it’s always been so much more than that. Through this book, and in our everyday life of building Diaspora Spice Co., we will continue to take difficult positions that are rooted in our core values of equity, community, and queerness. Please know that it comes from a place of wild hope. It is borne out of a radically tender desire for everyone to be truly okay and for our community of kindred spirits to grow. We will continue to expand this circle of care, so that the number of people for whom integrity, accountability, and deliciousness matter can vastly outweigh those for whom it does not. I don’t have all the answers, but I am so thankful for the privilege of telling this story. Thank you for letting us bring you these spices and recipes from South Asia’s best farms. It is the honor of my every day.

With love and in community,

Sana Javeri Kadri

CEO and founder, Diaspora Spice Co.
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Pantry

For both Asha and me, our pantries are a glorious mix of South Asian and California-inspired ingredients, all in service of making fresh, seasonal home cooking the most delicious it can be. Obviously, the backbone of our larder is spices (duh!), so that’s where we’ll begin, but it also relies heavily on varying levels of heat and smokiness via chillies, using different fats for flavor, leaning on a full spectrum of sour things from tamarind to sumac for brightness and layered acid, and, as always, hella fresh and dried herbs.

We tried to keep as many of these recipes as accessible as possible by using ingredients you can find in your local grocery store, but until the big grocery chains can catch up to the life-changing flavor of tamarind paste or short-grain jeera samba rice, you might need to make a trip to your local South Asian grocery store for things like split white urad dal or banana leaves! My other rec would be finding good organic online purveyors (we do our best to provide substitutions throughout the book, if applicable) that will deliver straight to your doorstep and save you a trip.



Spices
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Ground Turmeric

One of the most popular rhizomes for cooking, after its friend ginger, turmeric is a staple in masala dabbas across the majority of our farm partners. You can find turmeric both fresh and dried or ground, but the latter is the spice used most prevalently in this book. Good turmeric isn’t just for its bold color; it has a bright, sunshine-y flavor that marries rich earthiness with vibrant notes of citrus and marigolds.



Coriander Seeds

These seeds from the cilantro plant are another integral part of masala dabbas across South Asia, spanning different states and regions. They have a floral, lemony flavor and a subtle sweet nuttiness. They can be ground and added to dishes, or left whole or lightly crushed and toasted or bloomed in a tadka for both flavor and texture.



Cumin Seeds

Part of the Apiaceae family—which also includes parsley, celery, and carrots—cumin seeds may be tiny in size, but they are big on earthy, savory flavor with a heady aroma. Like coriander, cumin seeds can also be ground or used whole. In this book, you’ll find these seeds in recipes from a variety of regions, from the Kandyan Forest in Sri Lanka to Andhra Pradesh to Rajasthan.



Fennel Seeds

We’re quite picky when it comes to fennel seeds (it took years to find the perfect ones for Diaspora Spice Co.!). The ideal fennel seed is plump, sweet, and fragrant, with a round anise flavor. Fennel is featured prominently in a lot of recipes from Kerala but also used in other regions we visited like Gujarat, Rajasthan, and Kashmir, and is a key ingredient in Sri Lankan roasted curry powder.



Mustard Seeds

There are a couple of different types of mustard seeds that you’ll find in the supermarket: yellow, brown, and black. The level of heat depends on the type of mustard seed, with yellow being on the milder end and black being on the punchier, spicier end of the spectrum. The latter are the ones found in South Asian cooking. These powerful little seeds are activated when bloomed in fat, becoming even more pungent and nutty. If you can’t find black mustard seeds, you can substitute brown mustard seeds.



Black Pepper

Poor black pepper has gotten such a bad rep thanks to the dusty pre-ground stuff, but good black pepper—bright, fruity, punchy, floral!—is such a revelation. Ours is a blend of a couple different pepper varieties indigenous to Kerala, which bring even more depth and potency to this everyday spice. Like all spices, essential oils are where the flavor is, so skip the powdered stuff and always go for whole peppercorns.



Cardamom

There are two types of cardamom: green and black. Both are intensely aromatic and essential to many dishes in this book, but each has its own flavor profile. Green cardamom, which is harvested on the younger side, is herbal, bright, and lemony with notes of eucalyptus. Black cardamom—a different plant from green—is left to mature on the plant, then dried near wood fires, giving it a deeper, earthier flavor with a subtle smokiness and round menthol taste. Each is unique in flavor, so one cannot be substituted for the other!



Whole Cloves

Cloves are the aromatic flower buds of the clove tree, which need to be harvested before blooming. They have a deep, fragrant warmth and delicate menthol quality. Cloves are often associated with holiday baking but are used in a variety of dishes in South Asian cooking, both sweet and savory, like biryani, dal, and Sri Lankan date cake.



Cinnamon

There are two main categories of cinnamon that you’ll find readily available: Cinnamomum verum (referred to as “Ceylon” or “True Cinnamon” on some packaging) and cassia. The latter is what is probably in the jars on most standard supermarket shelves, but it’s worth seeking out the former for its deep, layered cinnamon flavor. Our ground cinnamon, Peni Miris, is a blend from both younger and older verum trees, which creates a powder with the perfect balance of sweet and spicy (peni, meaning “honey” and miris, meaning “spicy”). You’ll also find whole cinnamon quills (or sticks) used in this book, so if you can find cinnamon verum sticks, the flavor payoff will be well worth it!



Tejpatta Leaves

While tejpatta are often referred to as “Indian bay leaves,” these fragrant leaves aren’t the same as the bay laurel leaves you’ll find in the spice aisle at larger grocery stores. Tejpatta are from the Cinnamomum tamala tree that is indigenous to India, Nepal, and China. It brings a gentle, sweet warmth and more floral flavor that really can’t be replicated, but in a pinch, you could use a regular ol’ bay leaf plus a ½-inch piece of cinnamon stick or omit the tejpatta completely.
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Fenugreek Seeds

Different from kasuri methi, or fenugreek leaves, fenugreek (or methi) seeds are beloved across many regions of South Asia for their pleasing sweet bitterness and maple-like flavor. They’re used in fish curries, masalas, and even roasted to make a Gujarati coffee substitute. They are popular in Eritrean and Ethiopian cooking, so you may also find them in East African grocery stores.



Saffron

One of the most expensive spices in the world (it’s said to cost more per pound than gold!), saffron is a prized ingredient in many South Asian kitchens, especially in Kashmir, where our saffron is grown. Each thread is one stamen of the purple crocus flower, which is hand plucked before careful processing to retain as much essential oil as possible. When bloomed in a liquid or fat, it imparts not only a golden hue, but also a fragrant, floral flavor that is unmatched.



Asafetida

Asafetida, aka hing in Hindi, is the dried and ground gum resin from the ferula plant. Big, funky, and rich in allium-like flavor, there are two types of asafetida: whole or pure and compounded. Whole hing—which is what we use in this book—isn’t cut with anything, so it’s very potent (a little goes a long way!). Compounded, which is more readily available, is blended with rice flour and gum arabic, taming its wildness a touch. Our go-to is Pure Indian Foods Best Hing Ever. If you’re using a brand that blends with rice or other flours, you may need to use a little extra than what the recipe calls for.



Nutmeg

Just like black pepper, whole nutmeg versus the pre-powdered stuff is like night and day. Our Anamalai Nutmeg, sourced from Tamil Nadu, is sold with its outer shell intact to preserve its essential oils. Use the side of a knife, rolling pin, or meat mallet to gently crack and remove the outer shell. Then, use a Microplane to finely grate the nutmeg for whatever recipe you’re cooking.




Spices Dos & Don’ts

Spices are flavor—tiny, potent vessels of volatile oils locked inside seeds, roots, and fruits. If this book could leave you with one truth, it’s this: Your cooking will taste noticeably better with higher quality spices. So, here’s your spice 101 from your friendly neighborhood spice dealer:


1. Fresh Spices Change Everything

Most grocery store spices are five to seven years old by the time they hit your kitchen, and they’ll likely sit in your pantry for at least a few years more. Even the supposedly better organic stuff is usually blended from multiple sources with zero traceability. It’s like settling for a $5, hangover-inducing red wine when, for not much more, you could have a glass of juicy, single-origin natural wine. You will taste the difference. So, if you’re buying spices, buy fresh and buy well, whether it’s from us or another source that prioritizes quality.



2. Fat and Heat Unlock Flavor

Freshly dried spices are bursting with flavorful, volatile oils, ready to infuse your food. But to unlock them, you need fat and heat. Sizzle cumin seeds in oil before adding vegetables, toast whole spices before grinding ’em into a podi, or bloom turmeric in ghee for a golden hit of flavor. Sprinkle raw spices on top of your food? No. Heat awakens them.



3. Whole Spices > Pre-Ground

Turmeric and ginger are the exceptions—they hold on to their oils even when powdered—but for everything else, whole spices reign supreme. Pre-ground spices lose their volatile oils within days, if not hours. Grinding fresh peppercorns or nutmeg might seem like a small detail, but it’s one that transforms your cooking from fine to flavorful as hell.



4. Small Batches, No Hoarding

Unless you’re cooking for twenty-plus people daily, you don’t need a Costco-sized bag of cinnamon. Buy what you’ll use in three to four months and replenish. Small quantities keep your spices—and your food—fresh and delicious.



5. Even Dried Herbs Can Surprise You

Ever seen that internet meme about how no one knows what bay leaves are for? The truth is, the bay leaves you’ve been using probably smell like nothing. A freshly dried bay leaf—or its cousin, tejpatta, a cinnamon leaf used across India—smells piney, herbal, and unmistakable when gently bent or torn. Proof that dried herbs can still hold their oils when sourced well.



6. Toast, Sizzle, Simmer—and Layer

Spices can be used like the base and top notes of a perfume: opening to your senses in stages. Start by toasting whole spices or blooming ground spices in fat to unlock their deep, savory base notes, and let them simmer into your stews or curries. Then, finish with a final flourish—Microplane nutmeg onto mashed potatoes, crack black pepper on pasta, or sprinkle toasted cumin seeds over yogurt—so the brighter, aromatic top notes can sing. By layering your spices, you can create a fuller, more intentional experience with every bite.





Building Your Masala Dabba

When I left India to finish high school abroad, I couldn’t cook to save my life. Still, one of the things my mother packed into my boarding school trunk was a masala dabba: a cheap, stainless steel box stocked with the seven core spices of my mostly Gujarati upbringing: turmeric, cumin, coriander, red chilli powder, salt, mustard seeds, and a little vial of hing (asafetida).

I had no idea what I was doing with that first dabba, but I used it relentlessly, desperate to recreate the familiar flavors of home. Over six years, through bouts of homesickness and sheer trial and error, that masala dabba taught me how to feed myself. Corny as it sounds, it really was more than a box of spice; it was a connection to my family and to flavors I didn’t yet know how to wield but loved so fiercely.

Years later, I was gifted my nani’s engraved brass masala dabba—the family heirloom that still matters most to me. My nani fondly recalled buying it as a newlywed, a young gynecologist starting her married life in Mumbai. She had her new name, “Dr. Sumitra Javeri,” engraved into the side in wobbly Gujarati script, and nearly seventy years later, I cherish that scrawled engraving.


So, What Is a Masala Dabba?

At first glance, a masala dabba is just a round container, usually made from stainless steel, holding seven smaller tins filled with spices. But it really is so much more than that. It’s a handy tool to make your cooking easier and more intuitive.

Imagine you’re making dal: instead of fumbling around the pantry, unscrewing jars, and cursing as you spill cumin all over the counter, you just pop open your masala dabba. There, laid out like a palette, are the spices you reach for most often. In seconds, you’re heating oil, adding your spices in perfect order, and boom—flavor magic.

Think of it as your flavor toolbox, perfectly tailored and adaptable to the way you cook and holding the spices that you use most often—be it everything bagel seasoning or a podi. It’s also a visual cue—seeing a rainbow of vibrant seeds and powders every time you cook keeps your ingredients in rotation—no more forgotten chilli powder shoved to the back of the pantry!
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A Saffron Farmer’s Guide to Real Saffron

1. The Bleed Test

Place a strand in warm water or milk. Genuine saffron will release a deep golden hue slowly, while maintaining its structure. Adulterated saffron will bleed color immediately and may disintegrate.

2. Visual Inspection

Look for dark red stigmas with a satin-like finish—slightly glossy but not overly shiny. Fresh, hand-processed saffron feels slightly oily to the touch, while older or machine-processed saffron will appear dry and brittle.

3. Weight and Oiliness

Genuine strands are thicker and denser. For the same weight, Kashmiri saffron






Fats


Coconut Oil




Extra Virgin Olive Oil




Ghee




Mustard Seed Oil




Untoasted Sesame Oil
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Chillies and Peppers


Byadgi





Guntur Sannam





Sirārakhong Hāthei




Sivathei
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Fresh Peppers






Salty Things


Salts





Fishy Things



Sour Things



Lemon
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Tamarind






Sumac




Kokum




Amchur





All Things Coconut


Fresh Coconut
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Dried Coconut




Coconut Milk and Cream




Coconut Oil





Sweeteners


Powdered Jaggery
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Herbs and Aromatics


Curry Leaves





Cilantro




Culantro


Pandan Leaves




Lemongrass




Dried Fenugreek Leaves
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Tadka Technique



1. The Equipment




2. Start with Fat



	Ghee for richness,

	Coconut oil for nutty sweetness, or

	Neutral oil to let the spices shine.






3. Whole Spices—The Flavor Makers




4. Add Layers—Dals, Aromatics, and Spices



	Dals: Split urad or chana dals for texture and nuttiness.

	Aromatics: Fresh curry leaves, slivers of garlic, or ginger join the party.

	Ground Spices (optional): A pinch of turmeric or chilli powder for added color and depth—added just at the end and off the heat to avoid burning.

	Asafetida (Hing): A small pinch for a final layer of allium-y complexity.
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5. When to Use a Tadka


	The Starting Point: Used at the beginning of a dish like sambar or vegetable curries. Think of this as a reverse tadka.

	The Finishing Touch: The crowning glory drizzled over dal, khichdi, or a coconut chutney.









Dal (Lentils, Pulses, and Beans)



Chana Dal




Split Masoor Dal
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Urad Gota




Split White Urad Dal




Whole Moong Dal




Split Toor Dal




Rajma





Eating with Your Hands







Rice


Basmati




Jeera Samba




Sona Masoori




Matta




Idli




Thick Poha
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