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CUISINE

ALOVER’S

HILE COOKBOOK
author Laxmi Hiremath
was living in India in the
late 1970s, she would
hear about Valentine’s
Day festivities in
America, but did not

dare celebrate. Having lived in the United
States for sometime now, she has adopted
this holiday as one of her own. 

Hiremath recently returned to India and
was amazed at the difference time has made.
“Boys and girls were carrying red roses. The
street vendors selling flowers were very busy,”
she said, adding she also found out many
stores had run out of Valentine’s Day cards.

Another Indian American, Prachi Jain,
who was a teenager in India in the ’80s, said,
“Valentine’s Day in India is celebrated with
more gusto than I have seen elsewhere.” It
was celebrated so widely in Mumbai that in
2001 local politicians tried to ban it stating
that it was a “Western craze” and “alien to our
culture.”

Understanding that Valentine’s Day has
now been assimilated into the lives of those
living in India, I wondered how Indian
Americans celebrated it in the United States. I
took the question to the streets from
Hollywood, Calif., to Parsippany, N.J. 

Upon hearing people’s stories, I realized I
wanted to create a special Valentine’s menu

you can use to make this day your own. To
help me with this, I enlisted the support of
Shaun Mehtani, owner of the upscale restau-
rant Mehndi, in Morristown, N.J.  

“How will you celebrate this romantic
day,” I asked a cross-section of people, “ and
what special food will you eat?” 

The answers ranged from loving to dis-
heartened, sweet to spicy, chocolate to saf-
fron, nonchalant short answers to long
responses from the soul. This experience gave
me a window into people’s intimate celebra-
tions and hopes.

“Sweet Indian desserts, including laddu,
kulfi and galub jamun,” said Lak Rana of the
hit Web series, “Desi OC,” when asked what
he would eat on this special day. He added, “I
am not in a relationship right now so I will
probably spend the day at home.” 

When I asked with whom he would like to
spend it with, he replied with the sweetest
answer, “My mom.” 

Here’s a sampling of other responses:
“I would love to eat chicken biryani,

because it’s my favorite Indian dish. I would
like to have a romantic dinner with a signifi-

cant other, nothing sensational though. If I
could spend it with anyone at all, it would be
Sir Ian McKellan. I think he’s a fascinating
man and has such a wonderful background.” 

Matin Nazir
San Francisco

“I will spend Valentine’s Day with my wife,
Rushon, in the Pocono Mountains. I love to
cook heart-shaped veggie cutlets for her.” 

Nikhil  
Parsippany, N.J.

“I will spend Valentine’s Day with my wife,
Angela. I am familiar with Valentine’s Day
even from when I lived in Goa, since it was
celebrated widely there. We will exchange
roses, cards and teddy bears.” 

Cruz
Parsippany, N.J.

“I will be making heart-shaped cakes and
giving out free flowers to couples at my shop.
Past years, I used to get dressed up and go out
with big groups of friends. This year, I plan to
spend it with my girlfriend, Priya, hoping
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to eat chicken briyani, fish fries and
Indian sweets.”

Shiva
Parsippany, N.J.

“I would like to celebrate, but my husband
doesn’t believe in it, so I don’t do anything. I
would like to participate, but he in not inter-
ested in it at all.” 

Smita,
Morristown, N.J.

“Since it is a borrowed concept, the choice
of food is borrowed, too. People usually
make/buy pizzas, burgers and especially
cake. They would compliment it with potato
patties or samosas. I love spending it with my
family. Having stayed out of my country for
the last 14 years, I have realized that the true
meaning of Valentine’s Day is celebrating with
your loved ones, not necessarily with the only
one that you love. We go out for dinner and
count the number of cards that my kids
receive from their friends.”

Prachi Jain
Basking Ridge, N.J.

“Since living in the U.S. and eating other
cuisines outside most often, I would be
delighted to have a nice, home-cooked Indian
meal. The ones I like the most are the Punjabi
dishes such as kulchas and paneer tikka, and

biryani and the different chaats to spice it up.
I have been married for 10 years and always
enjoy spending Valentine’s Day with my wife.
It is always special for us. We enjoy the tradi-
tion behind Valentine’s Day and especially
enjoy celebrating it together. What can be
better than celebrating love?” 

Yomesh Shah,
Cliffside Park, N.J.

“I am single, so I don’t do anything for
Valentine’s Day but I would like to spend it
with the person I am going to spend my
future with. I would eat something made with
red chilis.”

Abhi
New York City

“I would like to spend it with Jennifer
Aniston.”

Venal
Randolph, N.J.

“I am going to be with my wife and will
cook a special dessert for her – kheer.”

Mahesh
Randolph, N.J.

“I would like to spend the day with my
boyfriend, Ravi, and with my roommate of six
years, Tsedale, who is the most wonderful,
generous person I’ve ever known in my life. I

think many Indians assume Valentine’s Day is
only for lovers, when, in fact, it’s to celebrate
pretty much anybody you love, including
your friends and family. I started doing this
only after I moved to the U.S. I now make it a
point to wish all my girlfriends and mentors
as well as close family. [I’d like to eat] proba-
bly something rich, cheesy and chicken-
based. Preferably includes a truly decadent,
rich chocolate dessert.”

Thrupthi Reddy
New York City

“I would have idli with sambar, goat curry
and gulab jamun with a special someone.” 

Mangar Ananzar
Parsippany, N.J.

Having people share their thoughts so
openly made me feel like it might be hard to
create the perfect Valentine’s Day menu.
Luckily, Mehtani and Chef Munish Sharma
from Mehndi restaurant were up for the chal-
lenge. I shared with them the answers I had
received from the Indian American men and
women on the street. Together we came up
with what I think is a menu for a special
evening, whether you are married, embarking
on a new relationship or just spending time
with close friends. This could also be just the
right thing if you want to spend the time with
your favorite sweetheart, your mo  m.



RECIPESIngredients
5 pieces shrimp
3-4 curry leaves
1/2 tsp mustard seeds
1/2 tsp ginger julienne
1 tsp chopped coriander
4 tsp boiled onion paste
1 tsp tomato paste
Salt to taste
1/2 tsp turmeric powder
1 tsp coriander powder
½ tsp cumin powder
Red chili powder to taste
A pinch of asafetida
1 tbsp chopped onion
1 tbsp chopped tomato
½ tsp cumin seed

Method
Heat oil in pan. Add cumin

seed until it crackles.
Add chopped onions and

cook until transparent.
Add chopped tomatoes and

cook for a few minutes.
Add the turmeric powder,

coriander powder, cumin pow-
der, red chili powder, salt and
asafetida.

Add onion and tomato paste
and cook until the oil leaves the
masala. 

In another pan, heat oil and
sauté curry leaves and mustard
seeds 

Add shrimp and masala, gin-
ger julienne and coriander. 

Cook for a few minutes 
Place on serving platter with

lemon wedge and chopped
coriander on top of the shrimp.

TAWELI JHINGA
Pan roasted shrimp with red chili 

Ingredients
1 cup boiled basmati rice
½ cup boneless chicken
2 tsp fried onion
½ tsp ginger julienne
½ tsp chopped mint
½ tsp coriander
1 tbsp tomato paste
21/2 tbsp boiled onion paste
Salt to taste
1 tsp turmeric
Chili powder to taste
1 tbsp coriander powder
2 tsp cumin powder
2 tsp garam masala
2 tsp kastoori methi
2 green cardamom
1 black cardamom
4 cloves
1 cinnamon
3-4 bay leaves
1 tbsp ginger-garlic paste
3 tbsp oil
1 tsp saffron dissolved in water
3 drops kewda essence

Method
Heat oil in pan and sauté the

green and black cardamoms,
cloves, cinnamon and bay leaf
until it crackles.

Add ginger-garlic paste.
Saute chicken, add onion

paste, salt, turmeric, chili pow-
der, coriander powder and cumin
powder.

Add tomato paste and cook till
the chicken is tender and/or oil
leaves the masala.

Mix rice with chicken, add
garam masala and kastoori
methi.

Garnish with julienne of gin-
ger, fried onion, coriander leaves,
mint, kewda essence and saffron.
Serve with yogurt sauce (raita).

MUGHLAI BIRYANI 

Ingredients
1/4 oz vodka
8 fresh raspberries
Dash Chambord
Champagne

Method
Muddle (mash) 5 raspberries

with vodka and Chambord. 
Shake with ice, and strain in a

champagne glass.
Layer champagne on top

slowly.
Garnish with additional rasp-

berries on a skewer.

Ingredients
2 oz cranberry juice 
1 oz strawberry puree
1 oz raspberry puree
½ oz maraschino juice
½ oz lime juice
3 whole cherries

Method
Mix all the ingredients in a

shaker.
Shake well and pour into a

highball glass.
Finish by garnishing with

three whole cherries.

RASPBERRY
BELLINI 

RED SEA 
MOCKTAIL
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