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cuisine

HE WAITER ARRIVED with our
dish that was spilling over both
edges of the plate. I was hun-
gry, but nothing was recogniza-
ble. Where was the saag
paneer? And no chicken tan-
doori? 

There were four long, tubular, crepe-like
items accompanied by two tiny bowls of
undeterminable sauces. Was Indian food so
different in Australia that I could not recog-
nize it?

My friends, Susie and Brandon, who live
just north of Sydney, had invited me to din-
ner. They knew I loved Indian food so they
suggested we go to a local Indian restau-
rant. They ordered some of their favorite
dishes for the whole table. I did not even
look at the menu.

“Are we in an Indian restaurant?” I asked.
“Yes we are,” Brandon replied with an

inquisitive look.
“I have never seen food like this.” 
“But I thought you liked Indian food?”

Susie asked.
“I love Indian food, but we don’t have

this type back home in America,” I replied. 
It smelled of the exotic spices and flavors

that I have come to appreciate in Indian

food. “It looks great; let’s eat,” I told my
hosts.

Bite after bite, I gave an approving
“umm” and “ahh.” I savored the taste of this
new experience. The crispy thin crepe shell.
Flavorful fillings inside. Tasty dipping
sauces.

After sampling all four, I asked to see the
menu. Dosas? I wondered why I had never
seen dosas in any of the Indian restaurants
where I had eaten. I hoped I did not have to
come back to Australia to taste them again. 

A few months later, while traveling in
India, I learned dosas originated in south-
ern India. They are also referred to as dosai
or thosai. No day is complete without a
dosa, usually eaten at breakfast in southern
India. 

I couldn’t get this new cuisine out of my
head. I looked to find them wherever I was,
from Darjeeling to Jaipur, from restaurant
to street vendor.    

The dosa originated in the Tamil Nadu
region as far back as 2,000 years. A proper
dosa takes two days to make since the rice
and urad lentils for the shell need to fer-
ment overnight. This is an important dis-
tinction from a crepe that can be made and
eaten in the day. 

T
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deconstructing

It’s crispy and spicy and full of rich and varied 
flavors. Delving into the delights of a dosa is a 
culinary experience par excellence
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Back home, when my dosa craving hits, I go wherever I can find
them. Since the majority of Indian restaurants in America serve north-
ern Indian cuisine, dosas don’t seem to be as prevalent here as in India
or Australia. Even so, I have enjoyed them from the West Coast to the
East Coast – from a hip, upscale restaurant in San Francisco’s Mission
District to a tiny, food stall in Parsippany, N.J.

A place that takes me back to the street vendors in India is Udupi
Delights, part of the Desi Galaxy Indian food court in Parsippany. I
made a trip there to do “research” for this article. It was lunchtime;
everyone who entered, passed the other stalls and went directly to the
last one in the row – the dosa stall. 

Raghu Sundarraj, the owner, had barely enough room to turn
around in a stall slightly larger than a rickshaw. As he cooked two
dosas at a time, he took orders from customers. He offered to make a
dosa for me. “Eat now. Talk later,” he said.

“I would like to watch you cook first,” I said. The line was getting
longer, so he went back to helping other customers. 

“One Masala Dosa and one Paper Dosa,” ordered a customer.
As Sundarraj went back to his cooking, I asked the hungry cus-

tomer about his order. Ashish is from Mumbai but now lives in
Parsippany. 

“The Masala Dosa is for my wife. I like the Paper Dosa,” he said.
“What is a Paper Dosa?” I asked. 
“It is just like the name implies, thin like paper.” 
“What’s in it?”
“Nothing, just the thin crepe. It is good all by itself and also dipped

in the coconut chutney. It is the biggest dosa. I once had one that was
two feet around.” 

Then his order arrived and he was off to enjoy his meal.  
There was a short break in the traffic, so I used the opportunity to

ask Sundarraj a few questions. Just as I started, I saw a group of people
heading for the dosa stall. I thought I had better place my order and go

with Sundarraj’s plan to “eat now and talk later.”
“I will have that dosa when you get a chance. Chef’s choice,” I told

him. As I was walking away, I thought about it and went back and
added, “But not too hot.”

I wondered what type of dosa he would make for me. There were
many varieties, shapes and sizes. Some were folded in half, others in a
long tube and some in triangles. I watched those around me eating.
Some used their forks and knives, others their hands. I planned to ask
Sundarraj what was appropriate in order not to insult the chef.

Sundarraj brought a plate and sat down with me. “It is a Spring
Dosa,” he said. “There are ten different types of vegetables in there.”

“Is it appropriate to eat with your hands?” I asked.
“Oh yes, yes. Please do.”
My spring dosa was a tubular shape that was cut in four pieces. The

flavors of the vegetables blended nicely together. The bright colors of
the finely chopped vegetables were popping out of the dosa; carrots,
red onions and corn were falling on my plate. I dipped the first piece
into the lentil soup (sambar). Next, I tried the coconut chutney.

My spring dosa was a tubular shape
that was cut in four pieces. The 
flavors of the vegetables blended
nicely together. The bright colors of
the finely chopped vegetables were 
popping out of the dosa; carrots, 
red onions and corn were falling 
on my plate.
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Potato Masala
Raghu Sundarraj 
Udupi Delights

Ingredients
4 large potatoes, cubed and

parboiled 
1 medium onion, chopped

thin 
4-5 split green chilies
½ teaspoon salt 
½ tablespoon chana dal

(optional) 
½ teaspoon mustard seed 
5 curry leaves 
A pinch of turmeric powder 
1 tbsp. oil

Method
Heat oil. Saute the mustard

seeds, add chana dal, curry
leaves, onion and chilies. 

Fry until the onions begin to
change color. Add potatoes. 

Sprinkle the turmeric evenly
and stir well to mix all the ingre-
dients 

Cover and cook on a medium
flame for about five minutes, stir-
ring well, until the potatoes
become very soft and somewhat
mashed.

Basic Dosa Batter
Srivalli Jetti 
Cooking 4 All Seasons blog

Ingredients
2 cups (400 gms) boiled rice
2 cups raw rice
3/4 cups urad dal,
1/2 tsp. fenugreek
1/2 cup water
A pinch of baking soda
Salt to taste

Method
Clean and soak the raw rice along with

urad dal for 6 hours. 
Add the boiled rice and fenugreek and

grind with enough water to get a smooth bat-
ter. Add salt and let the batter ferment
overnight.

Mix 1/2 cup water to the batter you are
going to use, add a pinch of baking soda and
refrigerate.

When you are ready to make your dosas,
heat a tawa (or frying pan or griddle). When
it’s hot, take a ladleful of batter and spread it
in a circular movement – either clockwise or
anticlockwise. 

Let it bubble up. Then you can turn over
and cook on the other side. 

Tip: You can check if the tawa is hot by
sprinkling a little water on it; if it sizzles, the
tawa is hot enough to pour the dosa batter.

Sambar
Raghu Sundarraj 
Udupi Delights

Ingredients
1 cup yellow lentils (toor dal) 
1½ cups water 
1 tbsp. salt 
1 tbsp. sugar 
3 tbsp. sambar masala
3 tbsp. thick tamarind pulp or 1 tsp. tamarind concen-

trate 
2 tsp. mustard seeds 
7-8 curry leaves 
2-3 whole dry red peppers 
¼ tbsp. fenugreek seeds 
1 tsp. asafoetida 
2 tbsp. oil or ghee 
1 cup mixed vegetables, cut into approximately 1 inch

cubes 
1 tbsp. chopped coriander leaves (cilantro) to garnish 

Method
Wash the dal and cook in water with salt until

absolutely tender, no grains remain. 
Add sambar masala, sugar and vegetables and cook

until the vegetables are tender; add tamarind. It is better
to add the tamarind juice after the vegetables are tender-
ly cooked. 

Heat oil in a saucepan and add the mustard seeds.
When they sputter, add the whole red peppers and the
curry leaves. 

Stir two or three times, then add the dal mixture. Bring
to a boil, then simmer for about five minutes. 

Coconut Chutney 
Anjan Mitra 
Dosa

Ingredients
1 cup of coconut (freshly grated or frozen)
2 red chilies (chopped or whole)
1 clove of garlic
1 cup of water
Salt to taste
1 tsp. vegetable oil
1 tsp. black mustard seeds
1 tsp. urad dal
1 curry leaf

Method
Blend the coconut, red chilies and garlic to a coarse

paste.
Heat the oil, add the mustard seeds and urad dal. 
Add the curry leaf after the seeds start sputtering.
Quickly stir the mustard seed mixture into the blend-

ed coconut mixture.
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Then I dipped into both. I did not want the experience to end.
In between bites, I asked Sundarraj about his background. He

learned to cook from his dad, who was a chef in India. Born in
Bangalore, Sundarraj came to the United States 14 years ago. He also
has a restaurant, Udupi Village, in Montclair, N.J. “I have more space in
Montclair; I can make up to eight dosas at a time there,” he said.

In contrast to the small and simple vendor stall from where
Sundarraj serves his customers, there is another dosa maker in a hip,
upscale San Francisco restaurant that seems a world away. This place
takes its name, Dosa, from its flagship dish.  

I arrived with my friends, Allison and Camille. Emily Mitra, co-
owner with husband Anjan, greeted us. This is the Taj Mahal of dosa
restaurants. The walls are covered in a saffron color and as we waited
for a table, we sat at the bar and ordered cosmopolitan drinks: Lychee
Lush made with lychee-infused soju, Chai Russian made with home-
made chai and the marvelous Mango Seed composed of soju sweet-
ened with mango lassi.

For our meal, we ordered three items to share: the classic Masala
Dosa filled with spiced potatoes, onions and cashew nuts; the Mysore
Masala Dosa layered with a thin spread of a spicy lentil chutney which
originates in the city of Mysore; and a Caramelized Onion Uttapam
made with caramelized onions and garnished with cilantro. All came
with sambar, coconut chutney and tomato chutney. 

Anjan Mitra explained how southern Indian food was the next gen-
eration of Indian cuisine. And he should know. In the few short years
since Dosa opened, the Mitras have won numerous awards; they are
planning to open another restaurant called Dosa Fillmore, also in San
Francisco.

Although dosas may be the next generation of Indian cuisine, they
have already developed a passionate following. One cuisine blogger,
Srivalli Jetti, recently reached the 100,000 visits milestone on her blog,
Cooking 4 All Seasons (http://cooking4allseasons.blogspot.com). To

celebrate, she hosted an online gathering called 101 Dosa Mela. 
“I am sure many of you know that I am a dosa freak. So what better

way to celebrate than showcasing all the different dosas and types? It
would be wonderful to get all your ideas in one place,” she said as she
urged all dosa fanatics to submit recipes. 

Even New York is going dosa. There are more than 10,000 street
vendors in New York City. Every year, the Urban Justice Street Vendor
Project gives out the Vendy Award for the best street vendor in the city.
Thiru Kumar, better known as the Dosa Man, has a dosa cart in
Washington Square Park near New York University. He has been final-
ist for the Vendy for three years; this year, he took the first place. 

I am thrilled my craving is being met by the increase in popularity
and accessibility of dosas in the U.S. I am looking forward to tasting as
many different styles of dosas as I can. If you are curious about trying
this dish or are having a difficult time finding a dosa shop or restau-
rant nearby, check out the accompanying recipes to try at home. I’m
sure you’ll be unable to resist an approving “umm” or “ahh

There are more than 10,000 street
vendors in New York City. Every
year, the Urban Justice Street
Vendor Project gives out the Vendy
Award for the best street vendor in
the city. Thiru Kumar, better known
as the Dosa Man, has a dosa cart in
Washington Square Park near New
York University. This year, he took
the first place.
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MEGA DOSA: Sonalee Vyas of Madras Mahal restaurant on Lexingnton Avenue in New York City gives final touches to
what appears to be a mega dosa.

.”
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OWS OF festive dec-
orative elephants
hanging in the
entryway of Diwali
seemed like a good
omen. I hoped eat-

ing there during the week of the
Diwali festival, its namesake,
would prove to be an enjoyable
experience. Located among other
Indian restaurants, this gem is in
Manhattan’s Murray Hill section
that has been nicknamed Curry
Hill.

The décor was a mix of mod-
ern and traditional. One wall was
adorned with red geometrical
shaped wallpaper while the
opposite wall had traditional art
depicting a scene of an Indian
bride being carried in a palan-

quin. Small lights were strung to
give a subtle hint of the “festival
of lights.” Together these made
me feel the beauty of India in a
more contemporary atmosphere. 

Co-owners Suran Kuru and
Baskaran Nagarjah were all
smiles as they greeted me. Before
Diwali opened in June, Nagarjah
worked as a chef for six years,
just a few doors down on
Lexington Avenue.

Although the menu men-
tioned a handful of tandoori and
northern Indian dishes, it mainly
featured a large variety of south-
ern Indian dishes and Diwali
specials. In order to sample the
best possible dishes, I asked
Nagarjah for “chef’s choice.”
Noticing a crab dish on the

menu, I confided in him, “I like
crab.” And then just to be sure he
realized the extent of my crab
addiction, I added, “I really, really
like crab.”

Our first dish was Vanjaram
Fish Fry, two pieces of spice-
coated king fish blackened with
three the C’s – coriander, cumin
and chili powder – and garnished
with onion and lime. As our wait-
er, Mazheer Mohammad, placed
it on the table, I began to smell
the mixture of spices that created
the blackened coating. This was
the perfect preface to the flavor
that followed in the first bite. I
had to remind myself that there
would be lots of other food to
sample and stop myself from eat-
ing all of it.  

Two types of bread were
served: traditional naan and a
Ceylon parota. The naan was
familiar to me but the Ceylon
parota, or CP as Chef Ravi
Chandra called it, was something
new. I unfolded it and the
warmth lifted into the air. It
opened up to the size of a large
napkin. It was beyond belief.
How could so much flavor be
packed into bread? My 9-month-
old son, Joseph, really enjoyed
chewing on the CP.

Chettinad Chicken, which
derives from the Indian region of
the same name, came next. It is
one of the chef’s most popular
dishes. I could tell why. It was
addictive. Every bite over-
whelmed my taste buds with a

R

adiwaliin
manhattan
Named after the biggest Hindu festival, Diwali
restaurant in New York City offers a feast for 
any occasion, Joanne Flynn Black writes
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combination of just the right
spices and flavor. I kept going
back for more. And more. 

Chandra explained it was
“made with 12 spices.” I guess he
wanted me to determine what it
included. I am positive I tasted
turmeric, cumin, tamarind and
mustard seeds. I will leave the
remaining eight spices for others
to try to figure out. 

As I write this, it is two days
since I ate the Chettinad chicken,
and I have an urge to return to
Diwali for “additional research.”

Crabmeat swimming in a sea-
soned sauce was a crabaholic’s
dream. When I failed to find this
dish on the menu, I was
informed Chandra had made it
especially for me. The mixture of

spices was strong yet did not
overpower the taste of the
chunks of crab which I scooped
up with the parota.  

Since dosas are one of the
house specials, I knew I could
not leave without having one (see
separate dosa article). I know the
skill it takes to make a good dosa
and I asked if I could watch ours
being made. I was welcomed into
the kitchen as though I were fam-
ily. I watched as the dosa batter
was poured onto the already hot
flat griddle, made into a perfect
circle and then flipped.  

Back at the table, I dipped the
dosa into the coconut chutney
and the sambar, which accompa-
nies almost every meal in south-
ern India. The combination of all

three items made each bite better
than the last. 

To finish the meal, I enjoyed
Diwali’s desserts: jalebi, swirls of
honey colored deliciousness;
laddu, orange balls with crushed
cashews; and coconut-rice pud-
ding. At first, I thought the swirls
of jalebi were pure honey, but it
turned out they were simply
deep-fried pieces of dough in
sugar syrup – delicious. They
were good to my taste buds, but
evil to the waistline.

As we were saying goodbye,
the dinner shift began. The
young Indian American crowd
reflected the décor; some more
traditional while others were
dressed in labeled sweatshirts
and stylish jeans. 

When you take your friends to
Diwali, let the waiter know your
preferences and ask the chef to
prepare a feast for you. Or you
may, of course, prefer to order
straight from the menu. Either
way, you can’t go wrong at
Diwali.

If you go:
Diwali
106 Lexington Avenue

(between 27th and 28th streets)
New York, NY 10016   
212-686-0202
Hours: Daily, noon to 3 p.m.

and 5-11 p.m. Serves lunch and
dinner.

Features: Delivery, 5-10 p.m.
Price: Moderate.
Payment: Visa, MasterCard,

Discover, Ame
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