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Introduction

“Curry” is a short word that carries a continent’s worth of meanings. In India it might
be a kari, korma, jhol, rasa, salan, khadi, ambat, or chutney-like saaru, each guided by
local oils, souring agents, and spice signatures. This book travels state by state to
meet those meanings where they live—at home stoves, temple kitchens, coastal
shacks, and royal archives. From Kerala’s coconut-scented fish stews to Kumaon'’s
earthy jholi tempered with wild jakhiya, we will read recipes as stories: of soil and sea,
migration and memory, markets and monsoons.

Beyond Curry is built for cooks who want both authenticity and adaptability. You will
learn regional spice logics—why mustard oil shapes the East, coconut oil the
Southwest, sesame (gingelly) the Tamil heartland, and ghee the North—and how each
oil changes extraction, aroma, and mouthfeel. You’ll practice core techniques such as
bhunao (patient sautéing for sweetness and depth), baghar/tadka (spice blooming for
top notes), dum (sealed, gentle steaming), and dhungar (smoke infusion). Alongside
canonical dishes, each chapter offers vegetarian and meat pathways, outlining base
gravies and finishing moves so you can improvise confidently.

History seasons these pots as surely as spice. Pepper financed empires; Portuguese
traders sailed in chiles and vinegar; Persianate courts layered nuts, seeds, and
aromatics into kormas; Buddhist, Jain, and Vaishnav traditions shaped vegetarian
gravies and temple kitchens. Colonial depots, refugee movements, and railways
spread tastes across borders; diaspora kitchens translated them again. Understanding
these routes helps you substitute with sensitivity—kokum for kodampuli, yogurt for
coconut milk, or poppy-cashew pastes for almonds—while staying faithful to each
region’s intent.

You will find formulas, not just recipes. A Malvani coconut base becomes prawn kalwan
or a hearty veg kalwan with small, deliberate changes; a shorshe (mustard) paste
swings from ilish to pumpkin with adjustments to heat and sour. Spice blends are
decoded by function—aromatic, coloring, bittering, cooling—so you can rebalance
when ingredients or seasons shift. Each chapter includes a pantry map, a base-curry
template, protein and vegetable swaps, and troubleshooting for texture, bitterness,
and heat.

Technique creates depth more reliably than rarity. We will attend to the grain of spices
(cracked vs. powdered), the order of bloom, the moisture in onions, the emulsifying
role of nuts, seeds, and legumes, and the timing of acids—from tamarind and
tomatoes to kachampuli and lemon. We will taste for the hidden variables: salt’s
crescendo over resting time, the softening power of marinades, and how a final spoon
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of ghee, coconut oil, or mustard oil can lift a dish from good to transportive.

This journey is also ecological and ethical. Regional curries arose from what grew
nearby and what was preserved for lean months. Sourcing better turmeric, supporting
small spice growers, respecting fish seasonality, and cooking with waste-minimizing
techniques connect our kitchens to theirs. Whether you cook with a heavy kadai, a
Dutch oven, or an electric pressure cooker, the goal is the same: to understand why a
curry tastes the way it does—and to reproduce that feeling wherever you are.

By the last chapter, | hope you will read a new recipe like a familiar dialect. You will
know when to reach for curry leaves or fenugreek leaves, when to finish with fresh
coconut or cream, when to char onions hard or sweat them pale. Most of all, you will
carry a sense that India’s curries are not a single genre but a library of methods. Open
to any page, and you will find a doorway into a place, a people, and a deliciously well-
told story.
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CHAPTER ONE: Kerala: Coconut, Tamarind, and the
Pull of the Backwaters

Kerala’s curries begin with a whiff of coconut oil, a soft sizzle of curry leaves, and the
geography that never lets you forget the sea. This is a narrow ribbon of land where the
Western Ghats spill rain into backwaters and lagoons, where black pepper climbs
shade trees and toddy taps ferment into souring agents. Kitchens here learn the
grammar of balance: fat from coconut, acid from tamarind or kodampuli, heat from
green chilies, and a savory lift from mustard seeds spluttering in hot oil. It is a cuisine
shaped by monsoons and maritime trade, equal parts temple, toddy shop, and home.

For a cook, Kerala is a lesson in extraction. Coconut, grated fresh, yields different
aromas when pressed for milk, fried for thenga chammanthi, or toasted for an
urulakizhangu curry. Tamarind gives a quick, bright sour; kodampuli (Malabar
tamarind) adds depth with a hint of smokiness; kudampuli (another local sour,
sometimes confused with kodampuli) leans fruitier. Curry leaves, kaffir lime, and
ginger bring top notes; black pepper and cumin add midrange; coriander seeds and
fenugreek round the base. The result is a cuisine that feels light but carries flavor
deep into the palate.

The Malayali cooking rhythm privileges patience in the early stages and restraint at
the finish. Turmeric is not merely a color but an earthy bridge between ingredients.
Salt does more than season; it coaxes water from vegetables, helps coconut brown,
and wakes up acids. A tadka with mustard seeds and curry leaves is a common start,
but its timing changes the narrative: a quick bloom preserves freshness; a longer one
leans into nutty complexity. And then, at the very end, a drizzle of coconut oil—raw or
gently heated—sets the final aroma.

In the backwaters, fish curries define the day’s schedule. Karimeen (pearl spot) and
seer fish appear in meen curry, where kodampuli and mustard seeds anchor a thin,
penetrating gravy. The curry is not heavy; it is bright and brothy, designed to soak into
rice. In coastal towns, you might taste prawn curry simmered in a coconut milk base,
tempered with fenugreek and dried red chilies. Inland, starchy tubers and lentils carry
curries forward: chena (yam) or urulakizhangu (potato) cooked with a paste of coconut
and spices, and parippu (toor dal) enriched with turmeric and a flourish of ghee.

Idichakka Thoran, a dry curry of young jackfruit, and avial, a mixed vegetable stew
bound by coconut and yogurt, illustrate another Kerala truth: texture matters. Thoran
is finished with grated coconut, chopped fine, and fried to a crisp crumble. Avial walks
the line between stew and salad, with vegetables barely tender and a finish of raw
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coconut oil. Even sambar, often associated with Tamil Nadu, is interpreted in Kerala
with a local lentil-and-tamarind base and a generous tempering of curry leaves and
coconut oil.

Kerala’s diverse communities shape the spice cabinet. Syrian Christians, with their
long coastal history, embrace beef fry and pork curry, using vinegar and black pepper
for punch. Their meen molee, a coconut milk-based fish stew, sits comfortably next to
the Mappila-influenced pathiri and fragrant stews enriched with fennel and coriander
seeds. Temple kitchens lean vegetarian, favoring jaggery-sweetened gravies for
payasam and avial without onion or garlic, while toddy shop specials go bold, marrying
palm toddy’s sourness with chilies and shallots.

The regional pantry has useful stand-ins for the global cook. If kodampuli is out of
reach, use a mix of tamarind and a little sumac or kokum, or even dried mango
powder adjusted for sourness. Fresh coconut can be replaced with unsweetened
desiccated coconut soaked in warm water; coconut milk can be made from scratch or
replaced with canned, keeping sugar and stabilizers in mind. Curry leaves freeze well,
and a few dried leaves can bridge a gap if fresh ones are missing. Green papaya, raw
banana, and chayote can replace yam or taro in thoran.

A typical Kerala vegetable curry starts with a paste: grated coconut, cumin seeds,
green chilies, turmeric, and sometimes shallots, ground coarse. The paste is added to
sautéed shallots and curry leaves, then cooked with vegetables until tender but intact.
For lentils, turmeric leads, with coconut stirred in at the end. For fish, the sequence
flips: a base of mustard seeds, fenugreek, and curry leaves; water, kodampuli, and
salt; simmer the fish last. For meat, a slow braise with black pepper, fennel, and a
splash of vinegar is common.

Consistency is not about cream or flour; it’s about water control and emulsification.
Kerala curries can be thin and brothy, meant for rice, or semi-dry, where coconut and
a little oil cling to the main ingredient. Adding coconut at different stages changes the
mouthfeel. Stirring it in early produces a thicker, unified gravy. Sprinkling it in at the
end, as in thoran, yields texture and fresh aroma. If a curry breaks, it usually needs
either more heat to evaporate water or a spoon of coconut to re-emulsify.

Heat in Kerala cooking is often carried by green chilies, with black pepper providing a
lingering warmth. Dried red chilies appear in tadka for meat and seafood, but seldom
dominate. A cook who finds the chili too high can lower it with coconut, yogurt, or a
pinch of jaggery; the trick is not to drown balance but to re-center it. For a gentle table
heat, serve the curry with a lemony chammanthi or a spicy Theeyal on the side,
allowing eaters to adjust their plates.

The backwaters teach the use of souring agents with precision. Tamarind is quick and
bright; kodampuli is patient and deep; raw mango turns sweet as it cooks, leaning the
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curry toward fruit. Vinegar appears in coastal seafood and in Syrian Christian pickles,
while the tang of curd softens avial. A useful rule for substitution: if the dish is meant
to be a quick simmer, tamarind works well; if it is a long stew, kodampuli keeps its
character and doesn’t turn bitter.

Meat curries in Kerala carry memories of trade and terrain. Beef fry is a slow braise
followed by a crisp sauté with curry leaves and black pepper, often finished with
vinegar. Pork curry is bold and aromatic, rich with fennel and coriander seeds and
sometimes kokum. Chicken stew, a mild coconut milk curry with ginger, pepper, and
green chilies, is a breakfast staple with appam. Each curry respects the principle of
retaining juices, finishing with coconut or ghee, and letting acidity lift the fat.

Vegetarian meals often revolve around rice and ghee, with sambar and rasam taking
turns. In Kerala, sambar leans slightly thinner, with a more prominent coconut
tempering. Rasam is the digestive finisher, a thin broth of tamarind and pepper,
scented with mustard seeds and curry leaves. There is also inji puli, a sweet-sour-spicy
ginger-tamarind relish that anchors the sadhya. And then there are the pickles—lime,
mango, and chili—that perform a similar balancing act.

Spice mixes are modest but precise. For sambar, a typical blend includes coriander
seeds, cumin, fenugreek, dried red chilies, and asafoetida, roasted and ground. For
fish curry, the blend is even simpler: crushed black pepper, fenugreek, and turmeric.
Freshly roasted spices matter; cumin loses its sparkle quickly, and coriander turns dull.
A small rule of thumb: spices that will cook a long time can be cracked; spices for
finishing tadka should stay whole to release aroma without turning bitter.

Grated coconut is the quiet workhorse: in thoran, it is fried crisp; in avial, it is ground
fine and folded in; in curries, it thickens and emulsifies. For best results, use mature
brown coconut, grate it fine, and keep the oil nearby. If you must substitute,
desiccated coconut can work, but soak it in warm water to soften and add a splash of
coconut milk for the oils that make it fragrant. Dried coconut, toasted, makes a good
topping but does not emulsify well.

Tamarind, the quick sour, must be soaked and squeezed; the first extract is strong,
the second lighter. Kodampuli is rinsed, sometimes soaked, and added early so it can
release its smoky notes. When substituting, remember that tamarind adds fruitiness;
kokum adds a clean sourness; kachampuli adds smoke. A curry’s sourness should be
tasted at the end, because salt increases sour perception as it dissolves, and a dish
that seemed balanced while cooking can seem sharp once it sits.

In fish curries, timing is everything. Fish cooks fast; overcooking turns it mealy and
clouds the gravy. The curry is often made in a clay pot, which breathes and holds
gentle heat. The pot is seasoned with use; its porous surface traps flavor. If using
stainless steel or nonstick, avoid high heat, which can scorch mustard seeds and
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fenugreek. A splash of water to regulate temperature, a tight lid, and patience will
deliver fish that is tender and a gravy that is clear.

The journey of curry leaves is its own story. Native to India, these glossy leaves are
ubiquitous in Kerala, but rare elsewhere. In a pinch, dried leaves or even a drop of
curry leaf essence can work, though nothing equals fresh. The leaves bruise easily and
should be added to hot oil just before they crisp. When cooking for those allergic to
curry leaves, a small pinch of cumin or fennel can fill some of the aromatic gap, but
the flavor profile will change.

Kerala’'s coastal markets are a lesson in seasonality. During the monsoon, fish is
scarce and shrimp curries take the stage; in winter, pepper harvests perfume the air,
and pomfret and seer fish abound. Vegetables like ash gourd and snake gourd appear
in summer, cooling and watery, perfect for light soups. For cooks elsewhere,
understanding the season helps with substitution: winter squash can replace ash
gourd; firm white fish can stand in for seer; okra can mimic the texture of banana in a
thoran.

Shallots, small and purple, are a key flavor. They sweeten a curry faster than onions
and lend a gentle depth. If you only have larger onions, slice them thin and sauté
longer, or use a handful of finely chopped red onions for the base. Garlic is used
selectively; many temple-style curries avoid it, while home cooking may include a few
cloves in the paste. Ginger appears in meat stews and rasam; in vegetable curries, it
is often absent to keep the palate light.

Coconut milk is defined by extraction. The first press, with less water, gives thick milk
for finishing; the second, with more water, gives thinner milk for cooking. If you are
using canned milk, shake well and dilute to taste. Do not boil thick coconut milk
vigorously; it can split. Warm it gently to emulsify with the curry. If a curry breaks, a
spoon of ground coconut or a slurry of rice flour and water can bring it back together.

Shallow frying before stewing is a technique used for fish and meats to build a crust
and seal juices. It also seasons the oil, which then contributes to the tadka. For
vegetable curries, this step is usually skipped, but frying yam or banana slices briefly
before cooking adds a nutty note. A light dusting of rice flour before frying can help
the crust stay crisp even after simmering.

A common question is why Kerala curries taste vibrant even with fewer spices. The
answer is freshness and sequence. Freshly grated coconut, quick extraction of
tamarind, and whole mustard seeds bloomed at the right time create a three-part
harmony. Turmeric ties them, coriander seeds fill the midrange, and green chilies cut
through. If you reduce spices, increase aromatics; if you reduce aromatics, increase
sourness; if you reduce sourness, increase salt; always taste after resting.
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Sadhya, the grand vegetarian feast, is a compass for balance. It pairs dozens of
curries and pickles on a banana leaf, each bringing a distinct note. But even a modest
weeknight meal can follow the same logic: a lentil curry for protein and creaminess, a
vegetable thoran for crunch and coconut, a rasam for acidity and heat, and a pickle for
contrast. This layering ensures that no single flavor dominates, and every bite meets a
new companion.

The backwaters also invite clay over metal. Clay pots, seasoned with rice water and
gentle heat, hold temperature well and lend a subtle earthy note. For fish curry, clay
can reduce the need for extra souring because its gentle heat preserves delicate
flavors. Metal pans demand more vigilance; medium heat and constant attention
stand in for the pot’s natural breath. For cooks using modern cookware, a heavy-
bottomed pot with a tight lid approximates the effect.

Final adjustments define the last mile of flavor. A squeeze of lime can brighten a fish
curry that lacks pop; a spoon of coconut oil can revive a lentil curry that tastes flat; a
pinch of sugar can soften the edges of an aggressive tamarind hit. As a general guide,
taste for sour, salt, sweet, and heat in that order, adjusting each slightly rather than
fixing one heavily. Let the curry rest five minutes before serving; flavors meld and the
salt settles.

At the table, Kerala curries play well with simple starches: rice, idli, dosa, appam, and
puttu. Appam’s lacy edges drink up mild stews; puttu’s steamed rice cylinders cradle
spicy meat fry; dosa serves as a tool for scooping sambar and chutney. Even breads
like parotta turn heads here, particularly with beef fry or chicken stew. The starch
should be neutral, allowing the curry’s delicate architecture to stand, rather than
competing for attention.

This chapter’s core lesson is that Kerala’s curries are defined by what they hold back
as much as what they include. Coconut is not always heavy; tamarind is not always
sharp; chilies are not always fiery. The magic is in the restraint and sequence. With a
few pantry staples—fresh coconut or good canned milk, kodampuli or tamarind, curry
leaves, mustard seeds, turmeric, green chilies—you can build an entire repertoire. The
backwaters may be distant, but their logic travels easily into any kitchen willing to
listen.
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