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How to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.

Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction

Most people, including those who love Indian food and cook it often, tend to think that it is a complicated cuisine, takes forever to make and needs a long list of ingredients to ensure the dish is delicious. My last book, Stylish Indian in Minutes, was about how good Indian recipes could be made very quickly with no loss in nutrition or taste; this one focuses on how to make it with just a few, good-quality ingredients.

Indian in 6 is certainly not about whittling down the number of ingredients in an authentic recipe just for the sake of a fancy cookbook. There is no doubt that many traditional Indian recipes do call for a vast number of ingredients and that they simply cannot be made without the entire list. However, equally, there are countless delectable dishes that use far fewer ingredients which are cooked daily in many Indian homes. Also, newer and better commercially available products (such as garam masala powder or faster cooking cuts of meat) mean that we need fewer ingredients to cook with. Many Indian homemakers today do not grind their own spices for garam masala or put tenderisers such as raw papaya into their marinades for meat as their grandmothers probably did.

Historically, home cooking in India has always been simple and unfussy. Women spent time making up their own spice powders such as garam masala or sambhar, their chutneys, relishes and jams, or storable snacks such as savouries or poppadums that could be served with a meal. This meant that many components of a meal were prepared in advance and the time spent each day in the kitchen was reduced. There would be fresh rice and rotis and a couple of vegetable dishes, even maybe a meat dish, but all this would be supplemented by prepared accompaniments to make the meal more varied.

Today we buy ready-made poppadums and preserves and our meals are less elaborate. Many young Indians are happy to eat roti or rice with a curry or a stir fry and a fresh salad. More emphasis is given to freshness and quality of ingredients. Also, large families living together are now a thing of the past and even in India most families are nuclear with both the husband and the wife in full-time work. All this requires a new way of managing the kitchen and even a very traditional housewife will quite happily buy ready-made rotis or canned cooked chickpeas. This was not always so. Cooks of previous generations would have us believe that unless everything was prepared freshly at home, just before serving, it could be no good!

Frankly, I too have reached the point where long lists of ingredients scare me. Although I learned hands-on the best of Indian cooking (both ingredient-heavy recipes as well as light, refreshing ones) in my family kitchen back in Bombay, I have found that as time goes by I spend my time experimenting with great new flavours and ingredients that simplify my cooking and give me the opportunity to create unusual combinations or to make healthier foods for my young family. The kids too love to join in the process and we come up with some wonderfully clean-tasting and uniquely spiced dishes! Kids have a knack of getting down to basics and we try to add just enough flavouring and spice to let the main ingredients shine right through.



Staple ingredients

Speaking of ingredients, here is a list of what I absolutely must keep a stock of in my store cupboard:

† cans of beans: chickpeas, red kidney beans, butter beans

† cans of fruit: pineapple, mango, mango purée, lychee

† cans of peeled plum tomatoes

† cans of coconut milk, evaporated milk

† many kinds of nuts: almonds, pistachios, cashews and peanuts

† jars of mint sauce (for instant mint chutney when you stir a bit into natural yogurt!)

† tamarind pulp, desiccated coconut

† brown cane sugar

† spices and spice mixtures: black mustard seeds (Indian cooks do not use the yellow ones except for pickling vegetables and fruit), cardamom (buy whole green pods and crush the seeds whenever a recipe calls for powdered cardamom seeds), chilli powder, cloves, coriander seed powder, cumin seeds, garam masala, peppercorns, tandoori masala powder (a red spice mixture to rub onto foods to be barbecued or cooked in the tandoori style; check, though, for additives such as colourants), turmeric powder, saffron strands

† curry leaves (these are bought fresh and can be dried at home; the dried ones last for up to a month). They are available in Indian grocery shops and have a powerful curry-like flavour. Used mostly in south Indian cookery.

† various lentils, flours (atta is wholewheat flour and is used for rotis and parathas. It cannot be substituted with plain flour. Gram flour is made from chickpeas) and rice.

I always use basmati rice. Good rice is like wine, it improves with age. Very good-quality basmati can be left to age and mature for up to 10 years. Old rice cooks better and remains fluffy whereas new rice becomes sticky when cooked. There is no way of determining the age of the rice in western supermarkets but many grocers in India will tell you the age of the rice you are buying.

To cook rice, wash it in several changes of water until the water runs clear. This is to remove traces of starch or preserving powders. Then add twice the amount of cold water (so for 110g (4oz) rice add 225 ml (8fl oz) water). Bring to the boil, stir and lower the heat. Simmer with a lid on for about 10–12 minutes until done. Do not open the pan for a further 10 minutes as the rice fluffs up in the steam. Always use a heavy-bottomed pan as the rice might get scorched at the bottom in a light one.



Other ingredients

† Coriander leaves In Indian shops fresh coriander is sold bunched, attached to its roots. If you buy it like this, wash the leaves and stems to remove any grit and dry before chopping. The leaves are much used as a flavouring in savoury dishes and as a garnish, either chopped or sprigged.

† Cumin seeds Many recipes call for roasted cumin seed powder. To make this, simply dry roast a teaspoonful of cumin seeds in a frying pan. As the seeds begin to darken, shake them a little to prevent them burning then tip into a mortar. Bash with your pestle to turn them to a powder.

† Flaked rice In India flaked rice is sold as ‘pawa’ or ‘poha’. This is found in all Indian shops in the West. The flaked rice you get in supermarkets is harder in texture and needs to be soaked for much longer than pawa.

† Ginger and garlic To make the ginger-garlic paste used throughout this book, use equal quantities of each, peel and whizz in a blender until fairly smooth. I usually make this paste in big batches and freeze it in thin sheets between plastic. Of course, you will have to put the frozen sheets of ginger and garlic in big freezer containers otherwise everything will smell, from your ice cream to ice cubes! Just break off bits when you need them and add straight to the pan.

† Mango Ask any Indian what the best mangoes are and you will hear ‘Alphonso’. These mangoes come from the state of Maharashtra. They are sweet, juicy and smooth with very few fibres and a scent like saffron.

To prepare a mango, slice off the top and cut the cheeks away from the central stone. Then gently cut the flesh within the cheeks in a crisscross fashion to make small squares. Run a knife under the squares to loosen them from the skin. Peel off the skin from any flesh attached to the central stone and dice this flesh too. The reward for the cook is that you get to sit in a corner and suck on the stone for as long as like!

† Sugar Some Indian recipes use white sugar but others are enhanced with jaggery – dehydrated sugarcane juice. It has a musky caramel-like flavour and a texture that is sticky yet crumbly, and it melts very easily. It can be bought in Indian shops but if you cannot find jaggery, substitute soft brown sugar – although the taste will vary.

† Silver leaf or varq This is available in most Indian shops. It is sold as fine sheets between greaseproof papers and is quite sticky. To use it, simply open up the paper and pat the silver leaf onto the food you want to decorate. Putting it into water sometimes makes it easier to use. It has no taste but looks wonderfully festive on meats, rice and sweets.

The challenge in writing this book was to produce a selection of delectable recipes that recognise that today’s busy homemakers want to create fantastic Indian meals without the fuss of complicated or time-consuming recipes. I wanted to capture the flavours, colours and aromas that are the essence of Indian cuisine to create dishes that use no more than 6 ingredients, but remain authentic, modern and, above all, very simple. Apart from the 6 in each recipe, I was allowed 3 ‘free’ staple ingredients. I chose:

† Sunflower oil

† Salt

† Ginger-garlic paste (because they are almost always used together)



Measures

Although all the recipes in this book have been measured and tested, I believe that the best cooks use a big dose of intuition and judgement. I have found over the many years I’ve spent teaching and demonstrating Indian cooking that, however accurate an ingredient list may be, different people use different ones or can only source particular ingredients. I recall on one occasion I had asked for basmati rice to make plain boiled rice and instead I was given a packet of easy-cook rice with the explanation that it would cut down on the cooking time. In fact it did not, and the end result was far from what I had hoped for.

Do touch and smell your ingredients as well as taste them, both as they cook and when they are ready to serve. This sensory experience will provide you with the best possible clues about how the dish will turn out. A friend of mine can judge whether a dish needs more salt simply by smelling it!

Feel free to alter the amount of chilli powder I specify in the recipes according to your own preference for mildness or heat. I tend to be conservative in my use of chillies and chilli powder as I do not like my food overwhelmed by spice and heat.



Equipment

Most Indian cooks use a heavy kadhai or wok for stir frying and deep frying. An Indian wok is heavier than the Chinese one as it is used to cook food for longer periods of time.

Another important piece of equipment is the grinder which is essential for making curry pastes and chutneys. I use a large blender for big quantities and a small coffee mill for spice powders and smaller spice blends. A pestle and mortar set is also useful.

Much of Indian cooking is done in one pot, beginning with a tiny amount of oil to fry the spice seeds and then the sequence continues. Many cooks find that a pressure cooker absorbs these processes beautifully and it will drastically cut down on cooking time. I use my pressure cooker every day to cook meat, potatoes and lentils. I have not used a pressure cooker in these recipes, however, as it is not an item that is popular with western cooks. Having said that, good quality, heavy-bottomed pans are very suitable.

Preparing great Indian meals doesn’t have to be a hard slog, so here’s to many fun days in the kitchen. Enjoy!
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