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Mistress of Spice

Dal
Home cooks share recipes of 

everyone’s favourite comfort 

food. REENA KARIM



Sambar 
Pigeon pea, also known as toor dal, is a common 
variety, and its cultivation goes back some 3,500 
years. In India, this dal is used for the preparation of 
the popular South Indian dish called sambar. Avneet 
Kaur, the mother of our sales and marketing executive 
Ramneek, shares her North Indian version of sambar.

Method
1. Cook dal with water in the pressure cooker for three to four  
 whistles. When done, leave it aside to cool.
2. Heat oil in a frying pan and add hing and mustard seeds
3. When the seeds sputter, add dried red chillies and curry leaves.  
 Sauté together.
4. After five minutes, add all the vegetables and stir together for  
 another 10 minutes.
5. Add all the spices and stir well.
6. Now add all the vegetables to the dal. Add the tamarind 
 paste.
7. Cook for about 20 minutes on low flame, until the  
 vegetables are done.

separate pan going with the tadka (or tempering as its 
rather clinically known in English). 
 Everyone claims to know a thing or two about dal, 
whether in the form of special techniques acquired 
through experiments or a secret recipe handed down 
to you from your mother-in-law. For this issue, we seek 
out moms, aunties, and dadi-mas to share their recipes. 
Don’t be disheartened if you don’t get them perfect on 
the first try. Making dal is an acquired art and takes 
practice. But the pay-off is delicious.

Ingredients  
•	 250	grams	toor	dal
•	 500	ml	water
•		2	Tbsp	cooking	oil
•		 1	pinch	asafoetida	[hing]
•		 1	1/2	tsp	mustard	seeds
•		5–7	dried	red	chillies
•		 10–15	curry	leaves
•		200	grams	cauliflower,	 
 chopped
•		 1	large	onion,	shredded
•		 1	carrot,	finely	chopped
•	 100	grams	string	beans,	 
 chopped
•	 1/2	tsp	turmeric	powder
•	 1	tsp	red	chilli	powder
•	 1	tsp	coriander	powder	
•	 2–3	tsp	MDH	sambar	 
 masala powder 
•	 Salt	to	taste
•		50	grams	tamarind,	 
 deseeded and soaked  
 overnight 

My first kitchen experience was with my mother 
teaching me how to make dal. As usual, I wasn’t 
interested, and like always, she stressed the importance 
of knowing how to make this dish. Needless to say, her 
lessons came in handy when I attempted to make dal 
sans pressure cooker in my freshman year of college.  
 Dal is probably the most underrated dish on our 
table, even though it is the cornerstone of every Indian 
meal. I bet if you ask any Indian about their favourite 
comfort food, they are most likely to say dal chawal.
 It’s also notoriously difficult to make—between 
getting the consistency and softness right and having a 

Ingredients  
•	 1	cup	urad	dal
•		4	cups	water
•		Ginger,	two-inch	piece,	 
 chopped finely
•		2	big	tomatoes,	chopped
•		 1	tsp	garam	masala	powder
•		2	Tbsp	of	whipping	cream

For the tadka:
•			1	tsp	cumin	seeds	
•			2	green	chillies,	whole

Dal makhani 
Vigna mungo or urad dal, also referred to as black gram, 
is the main lentil used for the preparation of dosa and 
idli in southern India. In Punjabi cuisine, this dal is 
used to prepare creamy dal makhani. The shy Mrs 
Sudesh, who was very specific about not mentioning 
her last name, shares her recipe which she says is 
“nothing special”. Those who have tasted her dal think 
otherwise, however.

Method
1. Cook the dal with the water, ginger, and tomatoes in a 
	 pressure	cooker	on	a	low-medium	flame	for	about	20	
 minutes. Open the cooker and check that the dal is done.
2. In a separate pan, heat the cooking oil and add the cumin 
 seeds. Once they begin to sizzle and slightly brown, add the 
 green chillies. Stir for half a minute and add the tadka to 
 the dal.
3. Add the garam masala and stir.
4. Seconds before taking it off the flame, add in the whipping
 cream. Serve with rotis.
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Punjabi peeli leti dal [chana dal] 
Split black chickpea, also known as Bengal gram and chana 
dal, is one of the earliest cultivated legumes, dating back 
7,500 years. Studies have shown that the consumption of 
chickpea, black or otherwise, can lower your cholesterol 
level. Our editor, Mrigaa Sethi, shares her mother’s recipe for 
a thick, hearty dal, made with a mix of chana and skinless, 
white urad.

Method
1. Mix the two dals and rinse them thoroughly with cold water.
2. Place them in a pressure cooker and add 3 cups cold water.
3. Add the salt, turmeric, and red chilli powder and close the  
 lid. Cook on high until the cooker whistles, then simmer  
 closed on low heat for 10 minutes.
4. Once the pressure has escaped, open the cooker and adjust  
	 the	consistency	to	your	liking.	This	dal	is	best	when	it’s	thick.
5. In a small pan, heat the cooking oil. Fry the garlic until it  
 starts to brown. Be careful not to burn it.
6. Add the deghi mirch to the garlic, stir just for a minute,  
 then add the tadka to the dal. Mix well and serve hot with  
 roti. It’s also delicious a day old, with bread.

Gujarati Moong Dal 
Despite its iconic yellow colour when skinned and split, 
whole moong beans are actually green in colour. They 
are cultivated mainly in India, China, and Thailand. 
Moong beans are used as an ingredient in both sweet 
desserts and savoury dishes. Mrs Siamwala, a Gujarati 
living in Bangkok, sends in her family’s favourite recipe.

Method
1.	 Cook	the	moong	dal	in	a	pressure	cooker	with	1/2	cup	milk	 
	 and	1/2	cup	water	for	three	whistles.	
2. Heat oil in a large pan, add cumin seeds and curry leaves.  
 Sauté on a low flame for a minute.
3. Add onion and green chillies, fry till the onions turn golden brown.
4.	Add	the	ginger-garlic	paste	to	the	mix.
5. Now add the cooked moong dal into it with little turmeric  
 powder and salt, mix well.
6.	Add	1	1/2	cup	of	water,	the	remaining	milk,	and	tomatoes.
7. Seal with lid and let it boil for five minutes on high flame.
8.	Garnish	with	cilantro	and	serve	with	rotis.

Ingredients  
•	 1	cup	whole	moong	dal,	
 soaked overnight
•		2	cups	water
•	 1	cup	milk
•		 1	Tbsp	cooking	oil
•		 1/2	tsp	cumin	seeds
•		3–4	curry	leaves
•		 1	large	onion,	chopped
•		4	green	chillies
•		 1	Tbsp	ginger	and	garlic	
 paste
•		 1/4	tsp	turmeric	powder
•		 1	large	tomato,	chopped

Ingredients  
•	 1	fist	full	chana	dal
•		 1	cup	white	urad	dal
•		 3	cups	water
•		Salt	to	taste
•		 1/2	tsp	turmeric	powder
•		 1	tsp	red	chilli	power,	 
 or to taste

For the tadka:
•			2	Tbsp	cooking	oil
•			4–6	cloves	garlic,	coarsely	
 pounded
•			1	tsp	hot	paprika	or	deghi 
 mirch

Bengali-style masoor dal 
The best feature of masoor dal is that it does not require 
any soaking and cooks within 10 to 15 minutes. Masoor 
dal, also known as red lentils, is available both split—
thin orange discs—and whole—flat brown grains. Naomi 
Biswas, my beloved mother, prefers hers whole and 
without the skin. Here, she gives us her take on masoor 
dal made the typical Bengali way.

Method
1. Boil water in a pot; add dal, a little cooking oil, a pinch of salt,  
 turmeric, and red chilli powder. Cook for 10 to 15 minutes until dal  
 is done. Be careful not to overcook it into a pulp.
2. Heat the rest of the oil in another kadai, till it smokes. Add 
 nigella seeds and onions. Sauté for a minute. Add green  
 chillies, then pour the mixture in the cooked dal.
3. Immediately replace the lid and keep it sealed for 10 minutes,  
 so that the flavour is absorbed. Serve with steamed rice.

Ingredients  
•	 150	grams	masoor	dal
•		 500	ml	water
•		2	Tbsp	mustard	oil
•		Salt	to	taste
•		 1	tsp	turmeric	powder
•		 1	tsp	red	chilli	powder

For the tadka:
•			A	pinch	of	nigella	seeds
	 [kalaunji]
•			1	large	onion,	thinly	sliced
•			3–4	green	chillies,	whole


