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RECIPES FROM HOME

My journey both as a chef and as a food and travel writer began the day my parents moved from Punjab to West Bengal, a region in the far east of India bordering Bangladesh. My roots, like those of my parents, are Punjabi, however both Punjab in the north-east of India, on the Pakistan border, and West Bengal have had so much impact on me personally. Being the daughter of Punjabis but brought up in Bengal, influenced by two distinct regions of India which are almost one thousand miles apart, means that from a young age I developed an understanding of and respect for different cultures and their cuisines.

India is a vast country and a diverse melting pot of cultures. These cultures influence so many aspects of daily life, in particular the rituals and ceremonies that vary from region to region, and even from village to village. Whether it’s religious festivals, weddings, birthdays or any other traditional gathering, rituals are an integral part of every Indian’s life – and food is always at the heart of every celebration. Food is the unifying factor that binds everybody together.




FOOD IS AT THE HEART OF INDIAN CULTURE

A melting pot of spices, flavours and ingredients from across the vast sub-continent.

Each Indian state has played an important role in the entire country’s cultural heritage: the ideas, religion, language and cuisine from various parts of India spread across the country with the migration of its people. We experienced this migration within our own family. My dad moved from Punjab to Burnpur in West Bengal, a town around 120 miles north-west of Kolkata, when he was very young. Rather than being drawn into his father’s farming business, Dad wanted to make his own way in life and so he went to work in Burnpur’s steel industry. When Mum married Dad, she went to join him in Burnpur, the place that he called home: it was an exciting move, for sure, but also a difficult one which involved her leaving behind her family, her friends, and the food she had grown up eating. This was – and still is – the case for so many Indian women who marry and then follow the path trod by their husband. However, these women take with them their region’s culture, language, memories and food, introducing those they meet in their new home state to previously unknown traditions.

I remember my Nani (my mum’s mum) telling us stories about how Mum and Dad got married. Arranged marriages were common in India back then, as they still are now, and when they were searching for a suitable husband for my mum, she gave her mother two conditions: the first was that he shouldn’t drink alcohol and the second was that she didn’t want to get married abroad. My mum had visited Dad’s village several times as her sister was already married into Dad’s family. In those days they had no scooters or cars, instead the boys and men of the village would take Nani and other family members on their bicycles. My mum rode with my dad on his bicycle to her cousin’s house to be introduced to a boy’s family from the village. My mum didn’t take a shine to either the boy or the family.

Nani suggested that Mum marry my dad, who didn’t drink and had a stable job. My mum agreed to this plan, and so they married. Theirs is a story of joy and love that may seem shocking to some, but it’s one that I think is incredibly romantic.

Other families travelled from all over India to work at the same steelworks in Burnpur as my dad. There was such an incredible community spirit where we lived, with families sharing dishes and recipes with one another. At home, we enjoyed wholesome, nourishing food. My parents cooked mostly traditional Punjabi recipes, but both Mum and Dad learned other Bengali recipes from their Burnpur neighbours and friends, especially from Dad’s colleagues. This had an impact on my own tastes: while my parents preferred roti (chapati to most people) with their meals, I loved eating rice, especially with Bengali food. So much so, in fact, that I used to visit my Bengali neighbour’s house and say that my mum hadn’t fed me, purely so I could eat what they were eating. They knew what I was doing, of course.

At home in Burnpur, our table was a celebration of flavourful vegetarian dishes. I was surrounded by a dazzling array of unusual ingredients that were made into delectable meals with mouth-watering aromas using intriguing cooking techniques. We leant more towards plant-based dishes, complemented by roti, yoghurt and pickles. Seasonal vegetables took centre stage. My mum was renowned for her skill in cooking parathas, a staple in our household. Her aloo parathas, which my friends still talk about, were stuffed with mashed potato and spices and served with yoghurt, pickles and cups of chai. Other staple meals in our house were rajma (a stew of kidney beans), chole (white and black chickpeas) and paneer burji. The meals were simple but so delicious.

Although I cherished the Punjabi dishes prepared by my parents, my taste buds also craved Bengali food. Shoresh Maach (fish cooked in black mustard seeds) was one of my favourites to eat with rice.

I found joy in the flavourful, light curries prepared with mustard oil and aromatic spices. Occasionally Mum would surprise us with crispy white poppy seed bora, equally delightful as a snack or eaten with a meal. Infusing the bora with a Punjabi influence, Mum added a twist of garam masala, anardana powder, ground ginger, onions and green chillies.

Punjabi cuisine is characterised by a robust use of spices and balancing both savoury and sweet flavours. In Bengali cuisine, fish and meat are predominately cooked with mustard oil, but meals are mainly made up of vegetarian dishes and rice. When I look back, I consider every meal I enjoyed to be a testament to the shared cooking knowledge among the women in our community. Each woman who migrated after marrying their husband participated in a rich exchange of ideas and flavours with others. Each woman sought to belong and contribute to the shared a pot of culinary traditions. What I learnt from all of these amazing women, who played a huge part in my upbringing, was how for them the kitchen became a space where traditions mingled, experiences were shared and a sense of belonging was fostered.

Burnpur is the place I was born and where I grew up. I had longed to revisit for ages, but work and family commitments had delayed it… until recently. I was so excited to revisit my hometown as part of researching and writing this book. One of the things I was most intrigued to see was how Burnpur’s street food compared to my childhood memories. We didn’t eat out much as money was tight and my parents preferred to spend what little they had on our education, so I cherished the rare restaurant meals we were treated to. It was thanks to any meals out, as well as the dishes shared at home and those food experiences enjoyed during our family holidays, that my love for and interest in food quickly began to grow. For every Indian person who loves food, local street food is the one key memory we all have in common. While my friends and I were in college, the snacks sold by street-food vendors made up a core part of our day-to-day diets: not only was the food moreish, it was also cheap. We only had limited pocket money and so we pooled it all together so that we could enjoy as many different dishes as possible. There are countless dishes that I miss, and that I can still taste today when I close my eyes and think back. I loved the phuchkas (crisp, puffed puris with a spicy potato filling). Our combined pocket money also meant we could treat ourselves to plenty of ghugni (spiced white peas topped with mashed potato, green chillies and a sweet and sour imli ki chutney (tamarind chutney).

I yearn for those simpler times when what mattered was not caste or religion, but just friends coming together to enjoy the offerings of street-food vendors from a range of backgrounds. We were drawn in by the intermingling smells of all of the different dishes: the yoghurt-dressed, crispy chaat; the waft of cooking pastry as samosas were deep-fried; the warm spices of generously filled phuchkas. Our favourites were the paratha-wrapped kebabs, known as kathi rolls, and the fruit cake that the vendors would sell in front of the Atwal Hotel at Christmas time. I thought then – and still think now – that street food lies at the heart of the local community: affordable, simple and hugely varied delicacies that brought the whole area together. These are the recipes that I grew up eating, shared with family and friends, and the ones which travelled with me to the UK when I left India. Some have stayed with me throughout the years, while the memories of others faded, and so I journeyed around India with my dad to recapture them. With this book, I wanted to share my culinary roots from my kitchen to yours, with the love and emotions that bring us all together.

In the same way that street food bonded my small band of friends, festivals were another event that brought the wider community together. With so many different people from parts of India working at Burnpur’s ISSCO steel plant, it seemed like there was almost a different festival being celebrated in the community every week. The main Bengali festivals that we participated in were the ten-day Durga Puja, which celebrates the Hindu goddess Durga, and the one-day Kali Puja, which pays homage to the Hindu goddess Kali.

These religious festivals, among other things, brought the realisation that being Indian didn’t automatically mean that I knew absolutely everything about Indian culture and food – quite the opposite, in fact. Rather, they gave me the chance to connect with some incredible people who taught me about different rituals, cooking techniques, ingredients and flavour combinations which expanded my own food knowledge. This knowledge not only helped me to adapt to life in the UK when I moved from India, but it also helped when I eventually opened my restaurant. Since then, my thirst for knowledge has given me the opportunity to travel to more previously unexplored parts of India and a change of career from chef to food and travel writer. Throughout this book I have woven together the tales and recipes of a journey that explored the culinary areas of my upbringing, the food experiences that shaped my palate. Thoughtfully divided into useful chapters, each section contains a unique set of recipes, chosen to suit a variety of tastes, with accompanying essays that act as windows onto the cherished memories I associate with each dish.

As you navigate through the pages, I hope that you will not only discover a diverse array of meals, but also gain valuable insight into the cultural significance and personal narratives that transform each recipe into a gateway to the heart of the Indian household. For me, this is more than just a cookbook. Romy Gill’s India extends an invitation to savour not only the flavours of my world, but also the stories that define its vibrant landscape. It’s a culinary exploration that goes beyond the kitchen, offering the national heritage that has shaped my culinary identity.




Notes on Ingredients

The important ingredients you will need to cook the recipes in this book, are as follows:

Lentils and pulses

Masoor dal (red lentils) – these cook very quickly and have a reddish orange colour. I use these to make dal.

Chana dal (split Bengal gram) – I find chana dal to be hearty and nutty. It combines with other lentils beautifully. In some parts of India, it is also used in snack preparations.

Urad dal (black gram) – commonly used to make recipes such as dal makhana. Black gram is also used to make idli and dosa batter. White urad dal is also made into dal. It has a rich creamy, starchy texture when cooked.

Moong dal (green lentils) – lighter in texture, it is used whole but the split green gram is used for both savoury and sweet dishes.

Toor dal (pigeon peas) – popularly and widely used in South Indian cuisine, it has a mild and nutty flavour. It is commonly used for dishes like sambar.

Herbs and spices

Anardana (dried pomegranate seeds) –either whole or ground, anardana is used in chutneys and curries to bring a sweet and sour flavour to the dish.

Black mustard seeds – give heat, warmth and a bitter taste to the dishes.

Kala namak (black salt) – a rock salt sold as pink ground salt in Indian shops and online.

Kasoori methi (dried fenugreek leaves) –they have a distinctive strong flavour that enhances the dish.

Fenugreek seeds – bitter but they gives a wonderful flavour to any dish.

Nigella seeds – used for savoury dishes, these seeds give a slightly sweet and bitter taste.

Spice blends

Chaat masala – a popular tangy, spicy and savoury spice blend particularly used in street food that balances a dish.

Garam masala – a blend of spices that is dry roasted to enhance the flavours then ground into fine powder. The exact blend of spices varies between regions and households.

Tandoori masala – a blend of spices that gives a wonderful flavour to dishes, especially when marinated and then cooked over an open fire, tandoor or barbecue.

Panch phoron – this spice blend consists of equal parts black mustard seeds, nigella seeds, cumin seeds, fenugreek seeds and fennel seeds.

Oils

Mustard oil – derived from mustard seeds, it is commonly used in cooking and pickling and has a strong, pungent flavour and aroma.

Ghee – Indian ghee is made with white butter which is richer and more flavourful than clarified butter.

Other ingredients

Tamarind – a tropical fruit renowned for its tangy sweet and sour flavour and culinary versatility. In India we make chutney, but also use it in drinks and candies.
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Commonly referred to as dal in Indian cuisine, lentils are a staple ingredient in every household. A catch-all term for edible pulses or legumes, there are so many varieties and colours of lentil, including yellow, green, brown, red and white. Lentils are part of every Indian’s staple diet. Their importance in our cuisine goes beyond a mere ingredient. As a vital source of protein, lentils are essential to vegetarian cooking. Inexpensive to buy and long-lasting when stored in an airtight container, lentils are a cost-effective and sustainable source of nutrition for the large Indian population.

Lentils can be cooked in various ways, making them such a versatile ingredient. Each type of lentil also has its traditional flavour, texture and colour when cooked in a dal, and different regions across India have their own unique ways of preparing dal by incorporating various cooking techniques. The dal recipes I have chosen to share in this chapter are the ones that I make all the time. Each dal has a slightly different consistency: some are thick and stodgy, some are the consistency of soup, while others are liquidy, like a broth. Lentils soak up a lot of water, so if you feel that a dal requires more water than the amount stated in the recipe to achieve the texture you prefer, don’t hesitate to add more. Like I’ve said, the texture and flavour of a dal varies depending on which region or state you are from.

Dal is the ultimate comfort food and is deeply rooted in Indian cuisine. It played a highly significant role in my home while I was growing up, just as it does now. The countless ways that dal can be prepared showcases the diversity and traditions of Indian cuisine. For me, as for all Indians, dal is an integral part of our lives, from everyday meals to festive occasions. Dal is not just a hearty, versatile and cheap source of sustenance in Indian cuisine: it is a cultural symbol.




Dhuli Mung Dal Ka Salad

Split Mung Dal Salad

Serves 4

The versatility of this dal salad makes it a standout dish, whether you’re savouring it on its own as a wholesome light meal or serving it as a refreshing side at a family gathering. This salad is truly special; it transports me back to Punjab when I was a little girl. During the summer holidays, we used to take the bus to visit my mother’s family, changing buses in Ludhiana where a few vendors sold this split mung dal salad. We ate the salad while we travelled. I have recreated the tastes and textures of that salad from my memories of those journeys.

200 g (7 oz/1 cup) split mung dal

100 g (3½ oz) red onion, peeled and finely chopped

100 g (3½ oz) tomato, finely chopped

1–2 green bird’s-eye chillies, finely chopped

large handful of fresh coriander (cilantro), finely chopped

juice of 1 lemon

½ tsp chaat masala (for homemade)

½ tsp salt

Soak the split mung dal in cold water for 3 hours, then drain and rinse until the water runs clear.

Place the dal in a pan and toast over a low heat, ensuring that any remaining water evaporates.

Transfer the dal to a serving bowl, then add the chopped onion, tomato, chillies and fresh chopped coriander (cilantro).

Squeeze over the lemon juice and sprinkle in the chaat masala and salt. Toss all the ingredients together in the serving bowl to combine well before serving.
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Lauki Chana Dal

Courgette Chana Dal

Serves 4

I wanted to share this particular dal recipe as my dad used to make it for us on those days when my mum didn’t cook. It’s one of my very favourite ways of eating dal. Usually, this recipe is made with lauki, also known as bottle gourd or dudhi, but feel free to use courgettes (zucchini). If you can find lauki, even better! As the courgettes or lauki cook, they become soft and tender, giving this dal a lovely creamy texture.

300 g (10½ oz/1½ cups) chana dal

1.5 litres (50 fl oz/6⅓ cups) hot water

1 heaped tsp salt

1 tsp ground turmeric

300 g (10½ oz) courgettes (zucchini) or lauki, peeled and diced into small cubes

For the tadka

6 tsp melted ghee or sunflower oil

1 tsp cumin seeds

8 garlic cloves, peeled and chopped

15 g (½ oz) ginger root, peeled and chopped

100 g (3½ oz) round shallots or white onion, peeled and finely chopped

3 green bird’s-eye chillies, chopped

100 g (3½ oz) tomato, finely chopped

2 heaped tsp garam masala (for homemade)

To serve

roti or rice

Soak the chana dal in cold water for at least 30 minutes, then drain and rinse until the water runs clear.

Place the dal in a deep saucepan and add 1.2 litres (40 fl oz/4¾ cups) of the hot water, the salt and turmeric. Place over a medium heat and bring to a boil, then reduce the heat and gently simmer until the dal is soft, around 35 minutes. Add the diced courgettes or lauki and cook for a further 10 minutes.

While the dal is cooking, make the tadka – the important base for the dal. Heat the oil in a frying pan (skillet) over a medium heat. Once hot, add the cumin seeds and, as soon as they start to sizzle, add the chopped garlic and ginger and cook for a further minute. Add the shallots or white onion and cook for 6–7 minutes over a high heat. Add the chopped chillies and tomatoes and cook for a further 5 minutes. Sprinkle in the garam masala and stir.

Add the tadka to the cooked dal, mix well, then add the remaining hot water. Cook the dal over a low heat for 5 minutes to allow the flavours of the tadka to infuse with the dal. Serve hot and enjoy with roti or rice.
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Dal Makhani

Creamy Black Dal

Serves 6

I learnt this recipe from the best. Chef Manjit Gill, my mentor, taught me the method: he always said to slow cook this dal in big batches because the lentils get creamier and combine well with the tadka. Yes, this is indeed a labour of love, but when you serve dal makhani with roti, you don’t need any other side dishes or accompaniments.

For the dal

200 g (7 oz/1 cup) urad dal (black lentils)

2.5 litres (84 fl oz/10½ cups) hot water

1 tsp salt

1 tsp grated (shredded) ginger root

2–3 whole green chillies

For the paste

30 g (1 oz) butter

1 tsp cumin seeds

15 g (½ oz) ginger root, peeled and grated (shredded)

4 large garlic cloves, peeled and grated (shredded)

3 tsp tomato purée (paste)

1 tbsp dried fenugreek leaves (kasoori methi)

1½ tbsp double (heavy) cream

1 tsp chilli powder

2 tsp garam masala (for homemade)

1 tsp ground cumin

1 tsp ground coriander

1 tsp salt

4 tsp melted ghee, to serve

To serve

Indian flatbreads

Soak the dal overnight in cold water then drain and rinse until the water runs clear.

Place the dal in a deep saucepan with 2 litres (68 fl oz/8 cups) of the hot water plus the salt, grated (shredded) ginger and whole green chillies. Place the pan over a high heat and bring to a boil, then lower the heat, cover the pan and cook until the dal is soft. This will take around 1½ hours.

Meanwhile, make the paste. Heat the butter in a frying pan (skillet) over a medium heat. Once melted, add the cumin seeds and, as soon as they start to sizzle, add the grated ginger and garlic and cook for 1 minute. Add the tomato purée, dried fenugreek leaves and cream, and stir to combine. Cook for 2–3 minutes, then add the remaining spices and salt. Stir well and cook for a further minute.

Once the dal is cooked, add the paste to the dal along with the remaining 500 ml (16 fl oz/2 cups) of hot water and stir well to combine. Cover with a lid and cook for a further 30 minutes until the dal is mushy, creamy and soft. Serve hot, drizzled with the melted ghee and enjoy with any Indian flatbread.
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Sabut Mung Dal

Whole Mung Bean Dal

Serves 6

Mung beans are probably the most versatile of all the lentils. They can be used in both savoury and sweet dishes and as whole or split lentils, too. There are so many ways of making mung dal. Here, when you incorporate the yoghurt, it works like magic to give the dal a delightfully creamy smoothness without changing the texture. Yoghurt also adds a subtle tangy flavour that complements the earthy notes of the mung dal and enhances the taste of the dish.

For the dal

150 g (5 oz/¾ cup) mung beans

1 litre (34 fl oz/4 cups) hot water

1 tsp salt

½ tsp ground turmeric

1 tsp grated (shredded) ginger root

1–2 green bird’s-eye chillies

For the tadka

40 ml (1½ fl oz) sunflower oil

1 tsp cumin seeds

20 g (¾ oz) ginger root, peeled and finely chopped

6 garlic cloves, peeled and chopped

2–3 green chillies, chopped

6 spring onions (scallions, green and white parts), chopped with greens

1 medium tomato, finely chopped

1 tsp garam masala (for homemade)

1 tsp ground cumin

2 tbsp plain yoghurt, whisked in 2 tbsp whole (full-fat) milk

small handful of fresh coriander (cilantro), finely chopped

To serve

Indian flatbread or rice

thinly sliced radishes

Soak the mung beans overnight in cold water, then drain and rinse until the water runs clear.

Place the mung beans in a deep saucepan with the boiling water plus the salt, turmeric, grated (shredded) ginger and whole green chillies








Dhuli Urad Ki Dal

White Urad Dal

Serves 4






For the tadka









To serve







Palak Masoor Ki Dal

Red Lentil Dal with Spinach

Serves 4
















To serve








Raj́ma

Kidney Bean Stew

Serves 6

















To serve









Kala Chana

Black Chickpeas

Serves 4–6

















To serve
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