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Karen’s Spice Kitchen 
The aroma of curry frequently fills the 

air at the Paly household in East Asheville. 
Karen Paly developed a love for curries growing up in 
South Africa. She’s now devoting her focus to helping 
others prepare curry dishes in a quick, efficient way. 

It all started when she visited her father and step-
mother in Australia. A friend invited her in for a home 
cooked meal and told her, when she arrived, that she 
was going to prepare a curry dish. Karen knew what 
this meant—hours of preparation before they would be 
able to eat. When the dinner bell rang in 45 minutes, 
she was incredulous. “How did you make this so fast?” 
she quizzed her friend. The secret was a pre-blended 
spice mix created by an Australian company. Karen 
bought dozens of their blends and then approached the 
company with an offer. She and her husband wanted 
to become the United States distributors for the spice 
packets. Company managers weren’t interested, but they 
invited her to develop her own packets. 
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“I love to hear people say, ‘You’ve made my life easier. 
I can make a delicious meal that I normally wouldn’t 

make.’ I’ve ground all the spices, so it’s ready to go.”

Karen’s background is in graphic design, but she has 
always loved cooking and baking, so this challenge inspired 
her. She spent about four months developing recipes and 
coming up with a process for blending and packaging the 
spices. Her husband never complained as she served up 
curry night after night in her attempt to get the recipes 
just right. She also sent spice packets to friends around the 
country and used their feedback to keep tweaking. 

In January 2016, she officially 
launched Karen’s Spice Kitchen. 
She works in a production 
facility on land near her home 
that she and her husband own, 
and she blends the spices, hand 
packs, heat seals, inserts into 
bags, and labels them. Her 
mother helps her, but it’s very 
labor intensive. She dreams of the day when she can afford 
to buy a machine that will automate some of the steps they 
are doing by hand. 

Each spice packet has a specific recipe included on the 
back and each variety is made with three simple steps. “The 
method is you chop an onion, add the garlic and spices, and 

then the rest of the ingredients,” says Karen. To make it 
even easier, she has created YouTube videos to show the 
step-by-step process. 

There are currently 12 varieties, with the Chicken Tikka 
Masala, Butter Chicken, and Thai Satay coming out as the 
best sellers. Each packet is color coded. Pink is for chicken, 
green for lamb, orange for beef, yellow for vegetables, and 
purple for shrimp. Labels with two colors mean you can 

use either type of protein for that dish. But Paly encourages 
creativity and experimentation. “Feel free to make substi-
tutions,” she says. “You can use fish or tofu or tempeh or 
just vegetables. I have a lot of friends who say, ‘You’ve finally 
found a way to make tempeh taste good.’ If a recipe calls 
for cream, you can substitute with coconut milk.” 
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All of the spice blends are mild, but she includes a separate small 
bag of hot chili powder for those who want to add some heat to their 
meals. She ships the packets to buyers all over the country, but 
there are also about 22 retailers who sell them as well, including the 
Asheville Chamber of Commerce, Asheville Direct Brand Gallery, 
Foreign Affairs Oriental Market, French Broad Co-Op, Lee’s Asian 
Market, MTN Merch, The Chop Shop, West Village Market and Deli, 
and Willow’s Dream in Asheville; The Artsian Gourmet Market and 
Common Housefly in Black Mountain; Savory Thymes in Boone; 
Food Matters in Brevard; and others in Fairview, Hendersonville, 
and Hickory. 

She initially asked friends if they would want to chop an onion 
during preparation or have dried onion included in the spice packet. 
All agreed—cooking an onion creates a wonderful aroma and you 
feel like you’re putting forth effort for your family, even though Karen 
has created a very simple process. “I love to hear people say, ‘You’ve 
made my life easier. I can make a delicious meal that I normally 
wouldn’t make.’ I’ve ground all the spices, so it’s ready to go.”

New f lavors are currently in the works. She’s planning a 
Moroccan chicken or lamb recipe and hopes to launch it by the 
end of the year. 

You can also order from Paly directly at www.karensspicekitchen.com.
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