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To Mom and Dad





Foreword by Padma Lakshmi

I must warn you. This is not a cookbook of traditional Indian food. It’s not even a book about regional Indian specialties (if you’re looking for that, please see India by Pushpesh Pant). India is a vast country, with many tribes, numerous languages (not just dialects), and various religions, modes of dress, customs, and ethnicities. People of Indian descent total over 1.2 billion across the globe, most of us running around contradicting one another. So there can never really be one definitive cookbook encompassing what all of us brown folk eat (again, except for Mr. Pant’s). If you’re looking for that, I’m sorry—you’ve bought the wrong book! But, the good news: You have bought a very interesting and delicious collection of extremely easy-to-make recipes from a mostly vegetarian Indian family in Dallas, Texas, that gives you a good idea of how many Indian immigrants in the United States eat today.

My family was like Priya’s: Her mom, Ritu, working full time while also raising Priya and her sister reminds me of my own full-time working mom (except we didn’t have Priya’s dad to do the dishes!). These intrepid ladies moved to a new country, not really knowing what to expect, nor how they’d survive or even where to get curry leaves. They raised their kids with their heritage somewhat intact, acclimated in the way that most immigrants do, and made a fulfilling life for themselves. What has sprung forth from this wave of immigration from the Indian subcontinent during the 1970s to 1990s is a new cuisine that allows for wacky things like using olive oil (even though olives don’t traditionally grow in India), making pizza with rotis, and baking eggless cakes to accommodate their Hindu vegetarianism. (Having said that, over seventy thousand olive trees have been transplanted from Israel to North India in the last ten years to help Rajasthani farmers, so maybe the Krishnas were just ahead of their time!) Indian-ish makes room for some very nontraditional ingredients because, at its heart, it still exemplifies the flavor principles of Indian food, making it accessible for today’s American cook.


So, while our grandmothers may have done it differently, to say that this cuisine is not authentic is missing the point. (I have a lot of trouble with the word “authentic,” even if I do understand the way in which many people bandy it about.) This cuisine is indeed authentic, and while it may not be traditional Indian food or what we think of as American food, most of the over two million Indian-Americans in the United States would argue that it’s actually both. What’s more important, dear reader, is that it is a great starter book for anyone who has ever wondered how to make basic Indian food in an American kitchen. Priya and Ritu’s methods are approachable, easy to execute, and employ everything from microwaves to Instant Pots, because that is the way most Americans do things now.

This cookbook is really a love letter from Priya to her mother, and when you peruse the pages, you will see why. But it is also so much more. It demystifies a very sophisticated and layered cuisine into something that’s very doable—not only for a dinner party but also for a quick, yummy weeknight meal. You can pretty much get all the spices and odd Indian ingredients you need with one visit or online order to an Indian grocer (like Patel Brothers), so there’s no longer any excuse to be intimidated. It turns out that all the hacks a busy suburban working mom of North Indian descent uses in her own kitchen in Dallas just happen to distill Indian home cooking to its essence, all while tying it to its new American roots. Master the simple recipes in this book (and they are very easy to master), and you’ll know enough to understand the flavors that are common to most Indian food. Priya’s easy directions walk you through every step, her humor will encourage you, and her suggestions will come in handy for other totally unrelated recipes you may encounter in your life.

I’ve known Priya for several years—I’ve watched her quit her job, become a real full-time writer, and blossom in all sorts of ways. She has inherited her mother’s ambition and is every bit as intrepid, accomplishing whatever she sets her mind to do. So I am sure this cookbook will be a valuable addition to your kitchen, and your cooking repertoire will be the better for it. It will allow you to say you now know how to cook Indian food, even if you have to add the “-ish” when you serve her mother’s olive tapenade next to the saag paneer made with feta. Happy cooking!
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Introduction

A lot of people say their moms are the best. But my mom, Ritu Krishna, is actually the best.
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Being a food writer is a Very. Cool. Job. I’m not going to be all coy and tell you otherwise! It’s awesome! I’ve been fortunate to clock in a lot of hours of very delicious eating and drinking—in New York, where I spend most of my time, and elsewhere. Yes, my acid reflux is constantly acting up, and unpredictable digestive problems are just a state of mind. But aside from being CEO of the YKK zipper company (look at all the zippers on your pants—this brand has a monopoly on the fastening business!!!), there’s no job I’d rather be doing than the one I am.

That said, the best part of my trajectory as a food writer hasn’t necessarily been the meals (though, can I brag for a moment and say that I have taken shots with Bill Murray, and had chai with Madhur Jaffrey, for journalism??)—but rather how, in the process, I have finally been able to come to terms with my roots. Specifically, I have realized that my mom is simply the coolest.

You see, a lot of people say their moms are the best. But my mom, Ritu Krishna, is actually the best. Remember when Sheryl Sandberg first started urging people to lean in, and people treated this like a brand-new idea? Far before that was happening, my mom was blazing the trail in our family for how to be a successful mom and working woman, all while pursuing many side hustles and being an awesome, creative force in the kitchen.

Whenever I eat at any restaurant, whether it is a highly-sought-after taco stand or some heavily awarded sushi restaurant, I find myself constantly craving my mom’s food. I leave incredible meals hankering for my mom’s roti pizza, served in a plate she bought from a street vendor in Lima, alongside a glass of wine she has especially chosen for the occasion.

Let me back up to my childhood. As a kid in Dallas, I was lucky enough to be surrounded by an enormous Indian family—my dad, my sister, my mom, her brothers, their spouses, and their kids, all of whom lived no more than a twenty-minute car ride away. But outside the comfortable cocoon of our family and close friends, I felt more defined by what I wasn’t than what I was.

At the very liberal (and mostly Jewish) school I attended, I ended up hanging out with 99 percent white people—ironically, one of the only other Indian girls in my class bullied me. Most of my friends had straightened brown hair (mine was black and frizzy); ate turkey-and-mustard sandwiches for lunch (Mom packed me dal until I begged her to switch to PB&Js); wore crystal-studded 7 for All Mankind A-pocket jeans (my parents refused to spend $200 on a pair of jeans that poked you when you sat down); vacationed at Atlantis, the Bahamas beach resort made famous by the Olsen twins (aside from watching Holiday in the Sun a hundred times, I did no such thing); and held their bat mitzvahs at the Columbian Country Club in Carrollton (obviously this was not possible for me).

After college, I worked for a phenomenal but now defunct food magazine called Lucky Peach, where I went from being the customer service person who picked up the phone when you need to change your subscriber address (an excellent way to learn people skills, fast) to overseeing all marketing and events.
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I eventually left to pursue my interest in reporting, and I’ve since gotten to write for outlets that previously felt far outside the realm of possibility for me: the New York Times, Bon Appétit, the New Yorker, and the like. And after years of rejecting the food and culture of my people, the place I’ve found myself turning to for inspiration is my mom: how she came up with a foolproof formula for making dal; the many ways she makes chai; why the Indian grocery store she and my dad frequent is really worth the drive.

About half the stories I write either center on my family, or are the product of ideas given to me by my family. All the things that made me the awkward kid in school who didn’t eat and dress like everyone else—those have become my strengths as a writer. At some point, that deep shame and desire to hide who I was morphed into something resembling confidence.

My mom grew up in India at a time when women weren’t expected to pursue a career other than being a mother. Instead, she moved to America, married my dad (more on him soon), put herself through college by folding clothes at Sears, and became a software programmer and eventually the manager for an airline software company—a job that allowed her to pursue her dream of traveling the world. She never learned to cook growing up, but she did spend a lot of time watching her grandmother make dinner. So when she immigrated to the United States, she watched tons of PBS cooking shows, and melded those techniques with her memories of her grandmother’s food, the best dishes she had eaten while traveling, and, of course, the requests of her two needy daughters who were very much products of American culture and demanded spaghetti and pizza every night.

For as long as I can remember, my mom has felt wise beyond any age. She has taught me about the importance of statement jewelry, why Shall We Dance? (the Richard Gere version) is one of the most significant movies of our time, the right way to ask for a raise at work, and the proper method for folding a pair of pants (one day, my mom made my sister and I fold one hundred consecutive pairs of pants so we’d never forget).

And while I was busy being an angsty teen, my mom was performing culinary wizardry in our kitchen every night. She was making pizzas out of roti (an ingenious trick for a crispy crust every time), cooking saag paneer with feta cubes instead of paneer, and turning leftover sabzi into portable, travel-size Indian taquitos. My mom studied software engineering because that was the known entity to her at the time. But had she grown up in a different culture, I bet she would have worked in food.

And if that wasn’t enough, my mother also (putting this in bullets for ~dramatic effect~):



	Managed the team that wrote the software for the first self-service check-in machines at airports

	Help launched a film festival dedicated to works by South Asians

	Started her own movie review hashtag on Twitter (#RitusReviews)

	Became a style icon (seriously, she is complimented on her outfit no fewer than ten times a day)

	Hiked the gosh darn Inca Trail with no previous hiking experience

	Taught herself a sommelier-level understanding of wine

	INSPIRED HER YOUNGEST DAUGHTER (ME) TO WRITE A BOOK



Which brings me to where we are now. Hello! Welcome to Indian-ish. This is a book about me, and about my mom, told through her one-of-a-kind recipes. It’s the best of both of us: my outlandish tales and lack of shame, plus her food.

Indian-ish was never supposed to be the title of this book. It was actually the placeholder title I put on the book proposal until I could think of something better. But I slowly started realizing that the word is actually the perfect encapsulation of my life and my relationship to my family.

First and foremost, Indian-ish describes my mom’s cooking—60 percent traditional Indian, 40 percent Indian-plus-something else, mostly vegetarian—like a South Indian–meets–Spanish tomato rice topped with broiled cheddar cheese, sandwiches crusted with pan-fried curry leaves, and the like. There are even a few recipes that will straight-up not feel Indian at all—like Anvita’s Dump Cake, or Lima Bean and Basil Dip. But they all equally comprise our family’s unique culinary canon.

But Indian-ish is also about identity—that feeling of talking and thinking and acting like an American, but looking like an Indian. Part of two worlds, but never fully part of one. Indian-ish is the Hindi-English hybrid language my family speaks at home; my mom pairing her kurtas from New Delhi with gold pants from Zara; our family toting sabzi taquitos onto planes because we don’t want to subject ourselves to the in-flight food; my dad blasting the Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham soundtrack in the car instead of Top 40 hits. Indian-ish is my parents coming to America in 1980 with very little, and finding a way to thrive through their tenacity and work ethic without losing sight of where they came from. This is who we are—and you know what? I’m so proud of who I am.


This book is a family project as much as it is my project. It’s the result of my mom writing one hundred (!!!!) recipes after stressful workdays; my dad doing hundreds of dishes wearing nothing but a lungi (Google it); my uncles and aunts rearranging their work schedules so they could help me write down their recipes; my sister, Meera, and brother-in-law, David (and 100+ others!) testing endless recipes; and my parents opening their house and their belongings so we could photograph this cookbook and make a huge mess of their kitchen every single day for two weeks.

Most important, though, the recipes in here are really, really good. Each and every one of these dishes was tested by my mom, me, and three friends with varying degrees of cooking abilities. I cut the ones that got mixed reviews (the recipes, not the friends), and only kept in the greatest hits. You’re getting the cream of the crop of my mom’s culinary treasury. Which is fantastic, because my mom is a genius.

Now, repeat after me: INDIAN FOOD IS EVERYDAY FOOD. Instead of a meat and two sides, I grew up on dal, rice (or roti), sabzi (sautéed vegetables), and salad—dishes that come together quickly (Can you chop vegetables? You can make Indian food!), fill you up (protein, baby!), taste decidedly complex, and (with the exception of salad) keep really well as leftovers.

If Indian food were actually hard to make, would billions of working Indian parents be whipping it up on the regular for their weeknight dinners? No. Indian food is honestly really straightforward. I could probably boil it down to “Heat oil in a pan, throw in spices, probably onions, too, add vegetables or rice or lentils, and you’re done!” YES, okay, that is a gross generalization of a cuisine that is breathtaking in its diversity, but you get the idea. (That said, check out the flowchart for my vastly oversimplified visual guide to making Indian food.)

Also, the dishes in this book are specifically built to be an accessible entry point into Indian cuisine—mainly because my mom is busy, and she does not have the time to slave away at the stove all day. You’ll never see a recipe that calls for dozens of different spices, asks you to spend the entire day standing over a pot, or uses highly technical cooking terminology—mainly because that’s not how my mom cooks, and that’s not how I cook. If my very lazy self can make all this stuff, so can you! Soon you’ll be churning out a casual Red Pepper, Potato, and Peanut Sabzi after a long day of work and being all, “Oh, what, this? Just something I whipped up!” These recipes will become as intuitive for you to cook on a weeknight as they are for my mom . . . or, at the very least, as they are for me. (We can’t all be as fabulous as my mom.)

I hope this book does well, largely so that publishers and consumers will take more chances on stories like this one, which don’t fit the mold of what has dominated the cookbook genre for so long—a mostly whitewashed interpretation of America and its food. I wish for a day when dal chawal is as normalized a Monday night meal as spaghetti or grilled chicken.

So—here’s to being the awkward Indian kid with overplucked eyebrows and crippling insecurities. I’ll take comfort in the fact that being told my lunchbox smelled like “rotten curry” served the larger purpose of getting me a book deal. This one’s for you, Ma.
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***Almost all the dishware featured in this book is from my mom’s personal collection, the result of many years of international travel.
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FAQs

Why should I make Indian food at home? I am still very skeptical. The Mumbai Curry Xpress down the street from my house serves amazing chicken tikka masala! You should really try it!



I have a lot of thoughts, but my main one is this: The vast majority of menus served at Indian restaurants like your “Mumbai Curry Xpress” are dominated by a category of Indian food, born during the Mughal Empire, that’s laden with rich, gravy-based meat and vegetable stews. Because these restaurants serve more or less the same menu, the general perception is that Indian food is “heavy” or “too complicated” or “too rich” or “makes me poop like crazy” (though the last one is not entirely incorrect, since lentils are very high in fiber). The Indian food you’ll find cooked in people’s homes is nothing like that—it’s heavily regional, each dish’s spice composition is unique, and, like in every cuisine, there is a mixture of light, everyday foods and richer indulgences. Make Indian food at home, using fresh, whole spices, and you’ll realize that Indian cooking is (1) not that time-consuming; (2) great for affordable everyday meals; and (3) generally pretty healthy.

Why are there no curries in this book?



Let me get another big misconception out of the way. THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS CURRY—at least not the way you might know it. Yes, there are curry leaves, which are great, and stews called kadhi, which kind of sounds like “curry.” But the term was largely popularized by Europeans during their colonization of India as a homogeneous catchall for the various stews they encountered in Indian cuisine. If you don’t want to sound like a tone-deaf person when talking about Indian food, just refer to the dishes by their actual names.

What do you mean by “small,” “medium,” and “large” onions/tomatoes/potatoes in your recipes? What if I don’t know what that means and get the wrong size?



Think of a small onion/tomato/potato as being about the size of your fist; medium the size of a tennis ball; and large the size of a softball. All that said, the beauty of the recipes in this book (and of most Indian food, in general) is that they are extremely forgiving. Use your best judgment on size, but if your potatoes are slightly larger or your tomatoes slightly smaller, it is okay. The recipe will still turn out just fine.

What if I burn my cumin, or any spices for that matter?




Dump it out, rinse the pan, and try again. Burning spices is practically a rite of passage when making Indian food (just ask my dad, who had to scrub our pots with steel wool at least a dozen times during my recipe-testing process at home). You’ll probably do it once or twice, but then you’ll never do it again! The most foolproof way to prevent burnt spices? Keep the heat low, and immediately take the pan off the heat if you catch even a slight whiff of burning.

Can I use canned tomatoes instead of fresh ones?



Only if you have to. I had a lot of recipe testers tell me they used canned tomatoes because they couldn’t find good tomatoes in the dead of winter. I like a good canned tomato as much as the next person, but I have found that even those sad fresh winter tomatoes seem to work better in bringing that necessary brightness to Indian dishes than canned ones. And I don’t love the metallic taste that cans add to tomatoes. I am of course in full support of buying local and in season whenever you can, but . . . if you can stomach buying a couple of fresh tomatoes when you’re cooking these recipes in the winter, your dish will probably be better off.

Why do all the instructions call for Roma tomatoes? Why that variety? And aren’t they the same thing as plum tomatoes?



Yes, Roma tomatoes and plum tomatoes are the same thing. My family and I are just used to seeing them labeled as Roma tomatoes at our grocery stores. We love Roma tomatoes for their very distinct flavor—they’ve got a little more tang and tartness than non-Roma varietals, which adds that fresh, enlivening component to Indian food. If you’re in love with another variety, feel free to use it, but know that these recipes were made with Romas in mind!

When I’m using cilantro, should I discard the stems?




Most of the time, we use both the stems and the leaves—the stems have just as much flavor, and because of their water content, they add an extra shot of that cilantro-y brightness. There are a few recipes, though, where only the leaves are used (often for aesthetic reasons), and I’ve specified as such.

What are your thoughts on peeling things?



In general, I’m a lazy cook. I don’t peel things unless I absolutely have to. Also, I genuinely like unpeeled vegetables—the skin has fiber, and it usually lends a nice, crisp texture to whatever you’re cooking. Using the skin cuts down on food waste, too. In this book, I have specified if a vegetable needs to be peeled, but in general, don’t feel the need to be obsessively peeling every piece of ginger or stick of carrot.

If a recipe calls for “ghee or olive oil,” what’s better?



Ghee. Always ghee. There is nothing in the world that makes Indian food (and most food, to be honest) taste better than the rich, nutty flavor of ghee. You should be able to find ghee in most health food stores or Indian grocers, but if not, it’s easy to make yourself: Melt a stick of butter over medium-low heat in a medium saucepan, turn the heat off, skim the white stuff off the top, and you’ll be left with clear ghee!

All this said, I know that ghee isn’t universally available. I tried each and every single one of these recipes with oil (mainly olive oil), and they turned out exceptionally. So, yes, ghee is great, but trust that you can go just as confidently with oil (or regular butter, when specified).

Speaking of oil, can I use types other than olive oil?



Yes! My mom and I have come to love the taste of olive oil in Indian cuisine, but other neutral oils like avocado oil and grapeseed oil will work just fine.

When a recipe says to adjust salt, how much is the right amount?




Salt is great! We love salt! But please take the salt measurements in this book with a grain of salt (pun intended). If you generally like things a little less or a little more salty, adjust accordingly. 

Why should I trust you?



That is a great question. I am not a splashy TV personality or the chef of a big-name restaurant. So why trust in these recipes over those in any other cookbook? Well, first, there’s my mom—the lady is so damn intuitive in the kitchen that I constantly found myself in awe of her ability to put flavors together in innovative but seamless ways when testing these recipes. This is not your grandma’s cookbook: This is the food of a wildly sharp working mother who could put a healthy, composed, and delicious meal on the table in twenty minutes (without ever staining her white shirt) and then two days later host a twelve-course dinner party inspired by her latest trip to the Middle East, having cooked everything in a raw silk sari with no pins (for the non-Indians, this is a feat).

There’s also the testing. Every single recipe in this book has been tested at least twice by me, edited by the fiercely talented recipe wizard Aralyn Beaumont, tested three more times by 100+ home cooks just like you, and in some cases re-edited and retested by my mother and me. I’ve put in the time to making these recipes as easy as possible, and THEY WORK. You have my word.

Can’t I just use prepackaged curry powder/garam masala/Trader Joe’s tikka masala powder?




Listen, I’m not opposed to a spice blend every once in a while. But the answer is no—you cannot use any kind of prepackaged powder. Why? Because they are often made with old, stale spices and end up tasting like sawdust, and more important, the spice combos in these recipes are relatively straightforward. I’ll never ask you to use twelve different spices in a single recipe, or make a bunch of very complicated spice blends. These are accessible recipes with a few essential spices. If you’ve been using packaged garam masala your whole life, you will be pleasantly shocked at how much more flavor comes from using whole spices, and how little effort these dishes actually require.

Should I seed my chiles?



I don’t, and you shouldn’t, either! Live a little!

What if I can’t find one spice that the recipe calls for?



Use your best judgment. If the recipe calls for, like, a tablespoon of cumin and that’s the only flavoring in the entire dish, you should probably go get the cumin or move along to another recipe. But if the recipe only calls for a small amount and there are four other spices—my mom’s going to yell at me for saying this, but . . . I think it’s perfectly fine to skip. There were a few instances during recipe testing when I accidentally omitted a spice, or swapped one spice for another. And it was all fiiiiine. Everything is fine. I’ll tell you this over and over again in the book, but my mom’s recipes are forgiving. You will end up with something delicious even if it’s missing one tiny ingredient.

All that said, I’ve also included in-a-pinch substitutes in the Spice Guide, should you not be able to find a certain spice.

What do I serve all this food with?




I’ve made serving suggestions in the individual recipes, but if all else fails . . . rice and/or roti (or whole wheat tortillas), always. They’re the best vehicles for sopping up all that delicious sauce!

Why are there no recipes for flan or eggplant in this cookbook?



Wow, those are oddly specific things! But they both happen to be my mom’s least favorite dishes/ingredients in the entire world. So if you were hoping for a killer salted caramel flan or roasted eggplant dish, you’re probably better off finding another cookbook.

Otherwise . . . onward!

Let’s cook!
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How to Cook Rice

You should know how to make rice. In Indian cooking, rice is an auto accompaniment to most meals. My father is preprogrammed to stumble into the kitchen when he smells that dinner is almost ready, rinse some rice over the sink, and throw it in the microwave. Yes, we microwave our rice and it tastes great (but don’t worry, I’ve included a stovetop version, too). Through the years, my mom has substituted “healthier” grains like quinoa and freekeh for rice. But everyone in the family can agree: There is nothing that goes better with a piping-hot bowl of dal or sabzi than snow-white, fluffy, long-grain basmati rice.

For those who own a multi-cooker (like an Instant Pot) or a rice cooker, rice is a cinch. But if you don’t have one of those, here are our family’s simple, tried-and-true cooking methods for long-grain rice.


1 cup dry = ~3 cups cooked



In a microwave

1  Rinse the rice thoroughly in cold water.

2  Combine 1 cup rice and 2 cups water in a medium microwave-safe bowl and microwave on high for 16 to 20 minutes. (For ½ cup rice, reduce the water to 1 cup water and cook for 7 to 10 minutes.) Check on the rice halfway through, and if most of the water is gone, reduce the cook time. When the rice is done, all the water will have evaporated, and there should be grains sticking up on top like grass.

3  Fluff the rice with a fork and let rest for 10 minutes before serving.

On a stovetop

1  Rinse the rice thoroughly in cold water.

2  Combine 1 cup rice and 1½ cups water in a small pot or saucepan and bring the water to a gentle boil over medium-high heat. Turn the heat down to low, cover, and cook for 15 to 20 minutes. (For ½ cup rice, reduce the water to ¾ cup and cook for 10 to 15 minutes.)

3  Fluff the rice with a fork and let rest for 10 minutes before serving.

tip: Keep in mind that not every box/packet/bag of rice is the same, so be sure to check the back of the package for any specific cooking instructions.





How to Cook White Quinoa

As much as we adore rice, our family also possesses an unapologetic love for quinoa. We love the protein content, the nutty, chewy grains, and the way it soaks up the flavor of stews like a little caviar-shaped sponge. But far too often, quinoa ends up tasting like overly earthy rabbit food. I’m hopeful that the recipes in this book (specifically the Mushroom-Stuffed Mushrooms and Quinoa Kheer) will change the minds of any quinoa skeptics, but the first step is knowing how to cook it properly—so it turns out fluffy, smooth, and without any bitter aftertaste.


1 cup dry = ~3 cups cooked



In a microwave

1  Put the quinoa in a fine-mesh strainer and rinse it thoroughly to remove the grain’s natural bitter coating. This is important!

2  Combine 1 cup quinoa and 2½ cups water in a medium microwave-safe bowl and microwave on high for 20 to 23 minutes. (For ½ cup quinoa, reduce the water to 1¼ cups and cook for 10 to 13 minutes.) Check on the quinoa halfway through, and if most of the water is gone, reduce the cook time. When the quinoa is done, the water will have evaporated, the grains should be translucent, and the little white tails will have started sprouting.

3  Fluff the quinoa with a fork once and let rest for 10 minutes before serving.

On a stovetop

1  Put the quinoa in a fine-mesh strainer and rinse thoroughly to remove the grain’s natural bitter coating.

2  Combine 1 cup quinoa and 2 cups water in a small pot
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