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CUISINE

HINESE-INDIAN food? As I stare at these
words on the sign for the restaurant
Shanghai Kitchen at an Indian food
court, I stand there surprised. Why would
anyone alter the purity of Indian cuisine?
I was expecting to see Saag Paneer Lo

Mein or General Tso’s Lamb Kebab on the menu, but
most of the items seem like straight Chinese food.
Fried Rice. Garlic Noodles. Chicken Noodle Soup.

“Come try my food,” the owner calls out to me.
“Ummm, no, I’m still looking,” I say trying to fig-

ure out what is Indian about this food.
“You will like it. Give it a try.”
“Maybe next time,” I reply, as I quickly turned

toward my dosa dealer. 
The next day, I receive a call from a friend in San

Francisco. “I’m going to a hot new restaurant, Prana.
I wish you still lived here; it seems like a place you’d
love,” Eddy says, remembering the times we would
try up-and-coming restaurants together.

“What kind of restaurant is it?”
“Indian fusion.” 
I quickly look online for the restaurant and see

combinations such as Dosa Quesadilla, Saag Paneer
Ravioli and even Mozzarella, Chinese Sausage and
Opal Basil Naan Pizza. Indian mixed with Mexican,
Chinese and Italian? I start to wonder if the
Shanghai Kitchen I’d passed by was on to some-
thing. Determined to find out more, I head back to
Parsippany, N.J., to the Desi Galaxy food court.

“Back so soon?” the owner of Shanghai Kitchen
asks.

“Yes, and this time I want to try your food.”
“Excellent. You will not be sorry.”
I order the Vegetable Fried Rice and the house

special, Chicken Shanghai. The rice includes carrots,
cabbage, onion, red and green pepper. Nothing
seems out of the ordinary. I can smell the garlic and
ginger wafting from my plate. Then I taste my first
bite. This fried rice is unlike any I have ever

Chefs across America are fusing traditional Indian cuisine
with flavors as diverse as Italian, French, Chinese and
Mexican, JOANNE FLYNN BLACK finds out

C
Chef Yajan Upadhyaya

RYAN KURTZ 

A TWIST ON 
INDIA



May-June 2009 THE INDIAN AMERICAN 49

MOHAMMED JAFFER / SNAPS INDIA

FRENCH FUSION: The Hot
Breads chain has 80 loca-

tions worldwide and offers a
variety of croissants with a

distinct Indian flavor.



50 THE INDIAN AMERICAN May-June 2009

eaten at a Chinese restaurant. Each mouthful is
packed with intense layers of flavors. 

The chicken dish has similar ingredients as the fried
rice, but the taste is completely different. With the per-
fect amount of heat from the chili sauce and a nice
crunch from the carrots and peppers, I couldn’t have
been happier.

Owner and Chef Cruz Da Silva explains while he
uses similar ingredients to the Chinese versions of
these dishes, this method of cooking makes them taste
different. “I start by sautéing onions, garlic and ginger

in most of my dishes. This gives a base that is tradition-
al Indian,” he says. “The Chinese method puts every-
thing in a wok at the same time.” Now I understand
why I tasted a layered effect.

A native of Goa with 30 years of cooking experience
since graduating from a culinary school in India, Da
Silva says this is his first venture into Chinese-Indian
cooking. “I understand the psychology of food and
what people want,” he says.

Knowing what people want has been the catalyst for
fusing ingredients that have not been combined before
and that, in turn, has been changing the culinary land-
scape. Some of the best-loved chefs have made their
name by experimenting with a traditional favorite and
putting their own signature on it. 

For example, Wolfgang Puck is credited with the first
fusion restaurant, established in the early 1980s.
Chinois, in Los Angeles, features Asian dishes created
with California’s fresh products combined with French
culinary methods. 

Since then, there has been a wave of fusion cuisines
that choose from Japanese, French, Italian, Chinese,
Vietnamese and other cooking styles. It seems logical
that fusion would eventually make its way to Indian

cuisine. Even though it is relatively new, Indian fusion is
becoming increasingly popular. 

One example of this popularity is the Hot Breads
food chain. Owner M. Mahadevan started cooking
fusion food in southern India and now has more than
80 locations worldwide, including eight in the United
States. The chain’s tag line is, “Bakery With An Indian
touch.” If you thought the French were the only ones
perfecting the croissant, think again. Aloo Green Pepper
Croissant, Paneer Masala Roll and Chicken Tikka Puff
can all be found at this Indian fast-food chain. 

Ever wonder how chefs come up with unusual com-
binations of fusion cuisine? In describing the process
for creating new dishes, Executive Chef Rajesh Sharma
from Masala restaurant in Danville, Calif., says, “We are
taking a step further in pairing the traditional Indian
culinary techniques with Western ingredients and
adapting them to Western styles of presentation.” 

Opening its doors in January 2003, Masala was the
first Indian fusion restaurant in California. Since many
classic Indian restaurants thrived in the area, Sharma
and his wife, Anu, decided to try something different.
Masala is considered California-style Indian fusion
because the restaurant features local fresh ingredients
with classic Indian cooking.  

One of the house favorites is Indian Paella, a dish
similar to biryani, but where biryani features lamb,
chicken, seafood or vegetables, this recipe combines
them all in a Spanish-influenced style. Another popular
fusion item at Masala is Pan-fried Baby Eggplant with
Shallot and Spinach Sauce. And Rajesh Sharma

Executive Chef Rajesh Sharma from Masala restaurant in Danville, Calif., said,
“We are taking a step further in pairing the traditional Indian culinary techniques
with Western ingredients and adapting them to Western styles of presentation.”

Chef Yajan Upadhyaya 
Cumin, Cincinnati, Ohio

Ingredients
4 potatoes
Oil, enough for frying
½ tsp. turmeric
½ tsp. asafoetida
½ tsp. mustard seeds
6 curry leaves
Salt, to taste

Method

Cut potatoes into shoestring style and
bake in oven at 350 degrees for 40 min-
utes or until crisp. 
Heat oil, add mustard seeds and curry
leaves in pan. Once hot, mix the fries.
Sprinkle with turmeric, asafoetida and
salt.
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carries the fusion theme through dessert by making
a trio of crème brulee with mango cardamom, ginger
serrano and chili.

“We have a strong Indian-American clientele,” Anu
Sharma says. “The Indian-American families come here
for food that they are not accustomed to at home.”  

Cumin, in Cincinnati, Ohio, despite its name, is also
not a traditional Indian restaurant. Merely looking at
the menu would shock your palate. Pork chops with
curry potatoes and roasted mango salsa. Braised goat
and veggie taco. 

“Our most popular dish is PEI (Prince Edward
Island) Mussels served with a special naan for dipping,”
says chef and owner Yajan Upadhyaya. “The naan is
stuffed with cashew, pistachio and raisins.” 

Upadhyaya initially opened the restaurant as classic
Indian, though he plated the dishes in a contemporary
style. In 2006, he partnered with Alex Mchaikhi to take
Cumin to the next level. “I think of my food as more
Indian-fused as opposed to Indian fusion,” he says.

Unsure of the subtle wording change, I ask, “What
do you see as the primary difference?” 

“Indian fusion cooking starts with an Indian dish
and changes some ingredients in order to include a dif-
ferent cuisine. Chicken Tikka Masala with Italian
Marsala wine.”

“And Indian fused?” 
“Indian fused cooking starts with a non-Indian dish

and adds Indian ingredients. One example is a classic
French Beurre Blanc sauce with fenugreek to create an
Indian-fused sauce. Or french fries laced with curry.”

These conversations with Indian fusion chefs make
me want to create my own Indian fusion recipes. One of
my favorite ways to cook chicken is in a Moroccan
tagine. The slow style of cooking in a clay pot with the
cylindrical top keeps the chicken tender and makes it
fall off the bone. 

The spices I usually use for this recipe include papri-
ka and cinnamon, but now I try the same dish and add

cumin, coriander and fenugreek. My Moroccan-Indian
fusion dish has such distinct and unique flavors that I
look forward to making it again and trying other Indian
spices.

Excited about fusion cooking, I think about an
obscure combination involving pierogi, half-moon
shaped dumplings of unleavened dough stuffed with
ingredients such as mashed potatoes, cheese or meat. I
normally make them the traditional Polish way with
sautéed onions and sour cream. This time, I experiment
with adding some cardamom and substitute the sour
cream with raita.

I think I am on to the “next big thing” with Indian-
Polish fusion cuisine. Luckily, I wasn’t having a dinner
party that night because the guests would not have
been pleased with being part of my fusion experiment.

Cumin, in Cincinnati, Ohio, despite its name, is also not a traditional
Indian restaurant. Merely looking at the menu would shock your
palate. Pork chops with curry potatoes and roasted mango salsa.

Chef Rajesh Sharma 
Masala, Danville, Calif.

Ingredients

6-8 baby eggplants
For sauce
1/2 bunch spinach
½ shallot
2 green chili
1 tsp. ginger-garlic paste
2 tsp. hoisin sauce
1 tsp. cumin seeds
1 tsp. cumin powder

½ cup vegetable stock
1 tbsp. vegetable oil
Salt, to taste

Method

Cut the baby eggplant in thin slices
and grill them in a hot pan with lit-
tle bit of vegetable oil. When they
start to get soft, add a teaspoon of
hoisin sauce. 

For sauce: 
Saute cumin seeds and ginger-

garlic paste in little bit of oil. 

Add shallot. When shallot soft-
ens, add spinach.

When spinach softens, add
green chili, a teaspoon of hoisin
sauce, cumin powder, salt and veg-
etable stock. Grind and keep aside
for serving.

Before serving, heat the sauce
and put it on the grilled eggplant.
Serve hot.

Can be served with garlic-basil
naan or garlic bread.

Pan-fried Baby Eggplant With Shallot and Spinach Sauce Recipe

Palak Paneer
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Chef Yajan Upadhyaya 
Cumin, Cincinnati, Ohio

Ingredients

½ cup mango pulp
½ cup coconut milk
1 lb. scallops
½ cup cayenne pepper
½ cup coriander
1 tbsp. black pepper
½ tsp. fenugreek
½ tsp. granulated garlic powder
1 clove garlic

Method

FFoorr  mmaannggoo  ssaauuccee::
Whisk mango pulp, coconut milk
and a dash of salt in metal bowl.
Set aside.

For garlic chips:

Cut garlic into thin slices.
Dip in boiling water four times to
blanch.
Fry in pan until crisp. Set aside.

For scallops:

Mix cayenne, granulated garlic

powder,  coriander, black pepper
and fenugreek and dry roast in pan
until it crackles.

Sprinkle some mixture on scal-
lops and pan sear for a few min-
utes on each side. Save remaining
mixture for later use.

Pour mango sauce on plate, add
scallops and garnish with garlic
chips.

Seared Scallops Recipe

You won’t be seeing that pierogi recipe as part of this
article.

My fusion faux pas makes me realize that throwing
different spices together is not going to make a tasty
dish each time. Trial and error is important in creating
the perfect fusion combination. I am reminded of what
Da Silva from Shanghai Kitchen had said about perfect-
ing his recipes, “I ask for people’s feedback, constantly
refining my recipes.”

If you want to experience Indian fusion, try some of
the accompanying recipes or experiment with your
own. 

Use local ingredients, Indian favorites and whatever
influences you feel like exploring from other countries.
Indian fused. Indian fusion. Call it whatever you want,
but enjoy the result

Chef Cruz Da Silva 

Shanghai Kitchen, Parsippany, N.J.

Ingredients

1 lb. boneless chicken
7 oz. oil
3 eggs
½ cup flour
1½ tbsp. salt
3½ tbsp. chili paste
75ml soya sauce
3½ tbsp. ketchup
½ cup chopped onion
3½ tbsp. chopped ginger
5 tbsp. chopped garlic
5 tbsp. chopped spring onions

White pepper, to taste (a little
more then a pinch)
6 tbsp. julienne of green cabbage,
green and red peppers and carrots 

Method

Cut the chicken into small
cubes, marinate with half the chili
paste, quarter of soy sauce, a little
salt and little white pepper.

Make a batter with flour and
eggs, add a little water, salt and
pepper.

Coat the chicken cubes in the
batter and deep fry. Keep aside.

In a wok, add a little oil and

sauté chopped onions, ginger and
garlic until the onions are golden
brown.

Add rest of the chili paste and
sauté it for four minutes, then add
ketchup and sauté it for another
three minutes. Add soy sauce and
cook for four minutes, then add
the fried chicken.

Cook for another three minutes,
add the julienne vegetables and
cook for another three minutes. 

Check the seasoning. Add salt,
soy or white pepper if necessary.
Sprinkle chopped spring onions on
top. Serve hot with rice.

Chicken Shanghai Recipe

s.

Seared Scallops


