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INTRODUCTION

To try and summarize Indian cuisine is not an easy task. India is a large, diverse country and the food varies from region to region. Northern India, for example, is known as India’s bread basket, and its dishes are often accompanied by roti or paratha. In South India, coconut trees are abundant, so coconut is often a key ingredient here. Some regions, such as the state of Gujarat, are predominantly vegetarian due to religious reasons, while coastal India is known for its unique seafood dishes. From the mouthwatering chaat of Jabalpur (the small town in central India where I grew up) to the dosa and sambhar of South India, India’s food culture is both delicious and diverse.

And India’s food culture doesn’t stop in India – look no further than the now-traditional British Friday night curry, a concept that was totally new to me when I moved to the UK many years ago but one that I have whole-heartedly embraced.

A common thread in Indian cuisine is the emphasis on delicious, fresh ingredients. Growing up, my mum would buy fresh veg from the street vendor who came calling to our road every morning and choose her dishes for the day based on what he was selling. If she bought enough vegetables, he would throw in some green chillies and a lime for free, so you can imagine how fresh our meals were.

Staple ingredients include rice, wholewheat flour and a wide variety of lentils and pulses, and of course you’ll find these in many of the recipes throughout this book. Popular spices include cardamom, cumin, turmeric, ginger, coriander and the favoured spice mix garam masala.

Narrowing down 75 recipes was no mean feat, but I have selected recipes that reflect various key elements of Indian cuisine, from street food staples and sweet treats to delectable dals and flavourful curries. Whether you are entertaining friends and family or rustling up a simple midweek meal, I hope you will find plenty to enjoy in this book.

The Indian menu

Chaat (sour and spicy street food snacks): Street food is a huge and important part of India’s food culture. Most street food is freshly prepared to order, served very quickly and, best of all, extremely cheap. My family’s street food favourites were the chaat – bhel puri, pani puri and papdi chaat. The stall that made the best chaat in Jabalpur still exists! The next generation of stallholders gradually learned the tricks of the trade, so whenever I visit my parents, I make sure to go there and enjoy some more of what I consider to be the best chaat I’ve ever tasted.

Vegetarian dishes: I grew up in India, so vegetarianism is not new to me. My dad is vegetarian and so are many of my friends and relatives. Many of my go-to recipes are vegetarian and contain lots of fresh, seasonal vegetables, which are not only low in fat but packed full of nutrients and fibre, which we all know are good for you.

Meat and fish: Fish is a great source of protein and contains lots of minerals, including calcium and much more, making it a very healthy choice. Similarly, chicken is not just delicious, but brilliant for all its protein, minerals and vitamins. I’ve included a variety of flavour-packed yet super-simple curries.

Dals: I tend to cook a lot with lentils – a great source of protein, fibre, vitamins and much more. They are easy to store and cook, so are brilliant for midweek meals. But the best part, as far as I’m concerned, is the huge variety of lentils there is to choose from. Each type has a unique texture and flavour; if I specify a type of lentil in a recipe and you choose another one, the result will not be as intended. Don’t worry – it can still taste great, but factors such as the flavour, texture and cooking time will need to change. So please do try to use the specified lentils in each recipe to get the best results.

Rice and breads: Of course, a curry needs to be enjoyed with rice or roti. These are a key part of any Indian meal. The rice recipes here are varied and many work perfectly as meals on their own, such as Peanut, Coriander and Lemon Rice or Aubergine and Potato Rice. The flatbreads are also brilliant and can be served with any of the curries in this book.

Chutneys and sides: All my friends know how much I love chutney and pickles! I believe adding a dollop of good chutney to your meal can make it extraordinary. The ingredients used in them are super-healthy too. Turn a simple flatbread into a feast of a snack with some pickle, make your lentils a little more special with a chutney or elevate your curry with a raita.

Sweet things: If you’re someone who needs to finish meals with a little something sweet, that’s exactly what you’ll find here. Desserts are an important part of Indian cuisine, irresistibly sweet and rich with flavour. The desserts and treats here are mostly bite-size – ideal for enjoying in moderation. Whether it’s a delicious Almond Halwa or a refreshing glass of Mango Lassi, these sweet treats are the perfect finishing touch for any meal.
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