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 Prologue 
 
    A curry is defined as “a food, dish, or sauce in Indian cuisine seasoned with a mixture of pungent spices” by Merriam-Webster. Does that sound vague and complex? Is it the dish or the sauce? Is it only in Indian cuisine? What about Thai curry or Japanese curry? 
 
    This definition is one of the reasons why many people are afraid of cooking curry. It seems like a daunting task. Looking at the long list of spices and smelling “pungent odors” doesn’t help either. Think of your favorite curry, whether Indian, or Thai, or Japanese, or any other. Compare it to the ones that you will definitely not try again. There are certain elements that you will be able to pick out that put one over the other.  
 
    To me, a great curry is an experience of all five senses. Making curry requires creativity, improvisation, insight, and fun. This is not a book that will detail recipes for 100 different kinds of curries. This is a book that will hopefully allow you to make as many curries as your heart desires. I urge you to implement the concepts in this book after reading it. First, you will notice the curries you used to make will be elevated. Secondly, you will want to make curries that you didn’t know were possible before. I hope that this book inspires you to create new curries.  
 
    This book will break down four essential elements of curry that make an extraordinary experience. Incorporating these elements will lead you to whip up delicious curries in no time. These 4 elements are: 
 
    
    	 Aroma 
 
    	 Complexity  
 
    	 Body 
 
    	 Textures 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Aroma 
 
    A curry should entice the appetite and, tease the palette, and flirt with the tongue long before it is plated. The irresistible aroma is one of the key elements of a great curry. It is achieved by sautéing the aromatics and tempering the spices. Aromatics are essential to cooking in many cuisines. Aromatics vary by region and season. Tempering spices wakes up their flavors and/or infuse them in oil. This chapter will discuss how they play a part in making curry. 
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    Onions, Garlic, and thyme are used as aromatics in many different cuisines 
 
    Aromatics  
 
    Aromatics are a combination of vegetables that are sautéed or sweated in the beginning as a flavor base. The Cajun trinity, the French mirepoix, and the Italian soffritto are all examples of creating the aromatic base for those cuisines. Typically, the Indian curry version uses onion, garlic, and ginger as the aromatic base. Other ingredients such as chilis, tomatoes, cumin, turmeric, and various other ingredients can be added to supplement this aromatic combination per one’s taste.  
 
    For a beginner, spending time understanding this process is crucial to yield great curries. The vegetables should be sautéed on medium heat. The sliced or diced onions should be sautéed first until they turn slightly golden. Finely minced or pureed garlic and ginger should be incorporated next and cooked with the onions, until the desired level of depth and caramelization is achieved.  
 
    Many curries are ruined by caramelizing the onions too much, and also by trying to hasten the process and not waiting for caramelization to take place before stopping the process. It is important to take the time to properly sweat these vegetables, before continuing.   
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    A garnish of tempered spices decorates this bowl of lentils and adds aroma and flavor 
 
    Spice tempering  
 
    Spice tempering is frying whole or ground spices in oil before adding them to a dish. Unlike the aromatics which form the base of the dish, tempered spices are used in different steps to achieve different results.  
 
    First, whole spices (such as cumin, chilis, curry leaves etc.) are added to the oil to supplement the aromatics as mentioned earlier. Ground spices (such as curry powder, garam masala, cumin, coriander seed etc.) are also added at the very end of sautéing the aromatics to yield a curry where flavors penetrate the core and the aroma penetrates the neighbor’s homes.  
 
    Moreover, tempered spices are also used at the very end of the cooking process. A “tarka” is an explosion of flavor that is added at the end of the dish. A “tarka” is made up of a small amount of whole spices (like cumin, chilis, ginger, or chilis etc.) fried in a dash of very hot oil, before being add as a garnish to the dish. Unlike the low and slow frying process before, this is a high and quick method in which spices are allowed to sizzle and splatter.  
 
    The sound and aroma of tarka fills the home with liveliness and the diners with anticipation. After the curry is cooked, plated, and served; there is nothing more irresistible than a garnish of sizzling cumin and chilis spooned on top of the curry in front of the hungry diner. With this incorporation of sound, curry truly becomes an experience of all five sense. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Complexity 
 
    A curry is not curry unless it is complex in taste. It can be simple to make, but its differentiating feature lies in the complexity of flavor. It may seem like a grand undertaking to achieve those complex flavors, but my book aim to simplify that process, and make it second nature to curry lovers everywhere. A curry should incorporate six key elements of flavor: sweet, sour, salt, bitter, astringent, and pungent. We see different ingredients and variations of these six elements in different curries from all across the globe.  
 
    Notice that spice is not one of those key elements. In fact, there are many curries that are not spicy, yet they are still rich and complex in flavor. Unlike popular belief, one can enjoy making and eating great curries even if they cannot tolerate spicy food. 
 
    Let’s move forward on how these six elements of flavor are incorporated in a curry.  
 
    [image: A bowl of food on a plate  Description generated with very high confidence] 
 
    Thai curries use coconut milk as a base that brings sweetness to the curry 
 
    Sweetness  
 
    Sweetness is primarily incorporated using onions. The aromatic base of the curry we discussed in the previous chapter gives incredible sweetness to the curry. To me, onions are the candy of vegetables. Caramelizing them produces incredible sweetness that is hard to resist. We see coconut milk used in Thai curries and carrots in Japanese curries to impart sweetness as well. Simple sweet ingredients like sugar and honey are also used. But they must be added carefully as they can over power the flavor very easily. 
 
    Sourness  
 
    Sourness in a curry is commonly achieved by using tomatoes or yogurt. Crushed or diced, whole or pasted; tomatoes are added to the aromatics to stop their sautéing process and keep them from burning. After the integration of tomatoes, the frying process stops and a slow simmer is reached. Tomato juices are released and they mix with the aromatics and spices to form a thick and delicious body ready for meats or vegetables. Other ingredients like tamarind paste, sour plums, and even vinegar is utilized in different variations to achieve the same effect and complexity.  
 
    Saltiness  
 
    Saltiness is easiest to achieve by using salt to taste. However, one shouldn’t be afraid to use soy sauce, tamari, fish sauce, anchovies, or other umami packed ingredients either. Regional differences determine how saltiness is incorporated into curries. Salt brings out the full flavors of a dish. It showcases each ingredient with its own flavor. Adding salt to an orange will make it taste more like an orange. When starting off, one should use salt by adding it and tasting the dish, then adding more as necessary. Make sure to let the salt dissolve completely into the dish before tasting so as not to risk adding too much. 
 
    Bitterness  
 
    Bitterness may seem like an undesirable element to add. But when used properly, it brings out all the other flavors even more, and allows a person to experience the full complexity of the dish. Many ingredients in a curry are bitter in nature and pair well with secondary flavors and aromas. Fresh cilantro, bay leaves, curry leaves, caraway seeds, fenugreek, asafetida, and cardamom etc. are all examples of bitter herbs and spices that are key components of a curry and necessary for its complexity. Curry powder has a complex bitter flavor that is woken up when heated and paired with other components.  
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    Spices like star anise, coriander, cumin, and more bring complexity, flavor, and aroma to the curry 
 
    Astringency  
 
    Astringency is a dry and cooling sensation. Many foods which incorporate this quality also possess anti-inflammatory qualities. Turmeric, basil, fennel, coriander, and many other spices are astringent in nature. These herbs and spices form the backbone of many curries and more of their health benefits are being studied every day. It is this dry and cooling sensation of astringency that makes curries so satisfying to eat. It’s what makes one continue eating and coming back for more. One notices that curries developed in very hot and humid parts of the world. In its nature, curry is a cooling and drying food for the body. It is this incorporation of astringency that makes a spiced broth into a curry. 
 
    Pungent  
 
    Aroma of a curry is complex by nature. This quality was discussed in the previous chapter. It adds another layer of complexity to the curry that ultimately leaves the diner with another layer of satisfaction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Body 
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    A myriad of curries with different consistencies are seen in a thali 
 
    What is the consistency of a curry? Is it like a soup? sauce? gravy? What consistency will bring out the best of it, and how can you achieve that consistency? 
 
    Well, like most answers, this one also begins with it depends. More specifically, it depends on you. When you are making curry, think about the mouth feel that you would like to go for. If you like things extra spicy, then a watery curry packed with chilis will light your digestive system on fire. If you like curries of a milder note, then maybe thick, creamier, curries would be more suited to your liking. But the spice level is only one part of the equation when making this determination. 
 
    What you are pairing your curry with plays an important role as well. If you are eating the curry with plain rice, or with very absorbent bread, then having a watery curry will ensure the flavors get seeped into the starchy rice or bread. You’ll get a more flavorsome bite each time as the absorbent starch releases a bit more curry each time it is chewed. On the other hand, if the rice is flavored with spices or if the bread is a non-absorbent kind; then having a thick gravy that sits on top of the starch with their flavors complimenting each other will create more delicious results. 
 
    Another point to consider when making this decision is how many people you are feeding. Curry, by its design is meant to feed many people from little. Poor mothers would use the little that was available to feed their families and essentially make small amounts of vegetables last longer. It is a great fulfillment of purpose for any food to inspire life and vigor even in the grimmest states of living. Hence, this is an important aspect to consider as well.  
 
    Whether one wants their curry thick or thin, learning the use of one ingredient is essential. That ingredient is water. After the aromatics are sautéed, the spices added, and the meat/vegetable added and fried for a few minutes, the addition of water is essential to finish the cooking process and determining the consistency of the curry. Many times, that water may already have been incorporated from other ingredients such as tomatoes or coconut milk. But even in those cases, addition of more water may become necessary based on the consistency that you desire. Experimenting with adding water and boiling off water will help you understand the consistency that suits your liking.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Textures 
 
    One feature often overlooked in a curry is the play on different textures. Tender meats, vegetables, sauces, and starches combine together in each bite. The different textures are an important aspect of a great curry and one shouldn’t shy away from incorporating them into their dish. A simple chicken curry can be elevated immensely just from the addition of chickpeas into it. Many people serve mono-texture curries doing the bare minimum to cook the food. Those curries often become boring very soon. Do not make boring curries where the diner cannot differentiate between the first bite and the second. Make use of your pantry and incorporate vegetables, legumes, beans, meats, starches, and more. 
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    A myriad of textures plays with each other in different curries 
 
    Aloo Keema (potatoes and ground meat) is one of the most delicious ways of cooking ground beef. Equal sized pieces of potatoes, peas, and carrots and cooked with the ground beef to make a simple, crowd pleasing curry. It does not have a sauce, ground meat in itself acts as the body of the curry. But what makes the dish so beloved is how different textures of peas, carrots, potatoes and ground meat play in the mouth. Each vegetable lends a different feeling and makes one keep coming back for more.  
 
    Use what is available to you and pair your curry with more than just one texture to reach the heights of enjoyment. When playing with textures, keep in mind that the different ingredients are cut similar in size to make it easier for the diner to enjoy them together. We see the use of textures applied heavily in Thai curries where broccoli, bamboo shoots, and other vegetables along with the meat is incorporated into the curry. 
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    This thali shows how different curries use textures from different ingredients 
 
    To get the maximum enjoyment out of curry and its textures, eat it with your hands. Its warmth and textures on your fingers send signals to your brain and preparing it for what is to come. The different textures and spices impart different notes on the fingers as the brain prepares for the melody that is about to follow. 
 
    An important consideration when building textures is the difference in cooking times for each ingredient that is added. Be careful in adding each ingredient per the amount of cooking time it requires. If too early, it may turn into mush, if too late, then it may remain undercooked and give an unpleasant texture in each bite. What I have found to be helpful is to arrange my ingredients by the ones that take the longest time to cook, and the ones that take the shortest time to cook. For example, when making Aloo Keema, add the potatoes and carrots after the meat has been browned, but leave the peas until closer to the end. When making a fish curry, keep in mind that the fish takes a short amount to cook. Cook the vegetables first before adding the fish. By following this simple rule, one can create the most brilliant curries in no time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Curry is fun 
 
    What I hope to impart from writing this book is that curry is one of the most fun dishes to make and eat. It forces you to think creatively, improvise, and experiment as you are cooking. The aroma, complexity, body, and textures are just as much fun for the diner, as they are for the chef. It is because of this very flexible nature of curry, that we find as many variations of curry as there are people in the world. The reason why I have not included any recipes in this book is due to my hope that you, the reader, will create your own recipes, after understanding these key elements of making a curry.  
 
    Here is a quick summary of the four essential elements we covered broken into four simple rules: 
 
    1-     There is no better invite to the table than the aroma of the food itself. Aroma is beautiful. Develop it, don’t run from it. 
 
    2-    The world is not black and white, neither should your curry be only sweet, or salty, or spicy. Develop the complexity of your world in your curry. 
 
    3-    There is no single right type of body. This rule applies to your curry, just as it applies to people. The body of your curry should be based on your preferences, follow your preferences.  
 
    4-    The diversity of experiences is what makes the world beautiful, add that diversity in your curry with different textures that will give your diners different experiences.   
 
    In the end, making and eating is a fun and exciting adventure, not a scary one. Incorporating these key elements will lead you to make delicious curries that reflect your tastes, ingredients, and experiences. 
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