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TO SIA AND YUV. WATCHING YOU GROW INTO SUCH BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE KEEPS ME GOING!
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Introduction

Food, especially Indian food, has meant something more than just ‘food’ to me in the last few years. Moving to the UK 20 years ago, to a sleepy town on the Kent coast, I found I missed the food – the hustle and bustle of street vendors, the warmth of Indian kitchens and all the delicious meals that accompanied them. It made me want to learn more about Indian cookery, to take notes from my family and friends whenever I visited them, and to look at and taste everything with more intensity. What followed were my last seven cookbooks, talking about everyday healthy Indian food, Indian street food, quick Indian food, and more.

Throughout this journey, I have tried not to focus on any one particular cuisine of India. We all know that there are many types of Indian food – it’s like the variety of all the cuisines of Europe, but condensed into one country – that’s how varied and vast it is.

So instead of focussing on a particular regional cuisine, I drew inspiration from different parts of India and my own life experiences to recreate a diverse collection of recipes and in the process create new ones too.

I have now reached a point where I want to explore flavours and tastes that are new to me. Being a Punjabi, born and brought up in Madhya Pradesh, and then studying and working among the very mixed communities in Mumbai, I have been lucky to experience a wide variety of Indian food already, for which I am very grateful. But for this book I wanted to venture to somewhere I haven’t travelled before, not just in terms of place but also food. I wanted to learn more about everyday vegetarian cooking – the reasons behind it, the flavours, the techniques, and also about the people creating it all day, every day, for their families.

It’s very natural to Indian culture to just cook vegetarian meals. It’s not about trying to replace meat or fish with veg, but rather the simple act of creating healthy and delicious meals that just happen to be vegetarian – that is what I find beautiful and inspiring. So much flavour is found in Indian spices and herbs, local vegetables and lentils, that never a thought is given to meat or any substitutes. People have all the right potions to create vegetarian magic day in, day out.
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My journey led me to Ahmedabad in Gujarat, a state famous for its lively vegetarian food. In the process of looking for home cooks who would be happy to share their knowledge with me, I met Sheetal Bhatt. Sheetal is not just a passionate cook, but is doing something truly commendable: exploring the native foods of Gujarat, documenting the fast-vanishing food practices and traditions of Gujarati cuisine, and promoting healthy, home-cooked meals. Meeting her was my lucky break that opened the doors to many kitchens in Ahmedabad, from Sheetal’s friends to her cousins. Everyone welcomed me with so much love and warmth, and I will be forever grateful to them for the experience of watching them create magic in their kitchens. This is my chance to share a little bit about them with you.

My first visit was to Avani’s home, an attractive, warm family home with an equally welcoming kitchen, packed with jars of ingredients, old and beautiful kitchen equipment, and much more – her passion for cooking! Avani Mehta is a talented and experienced cook who follows Jainism and is very proud of its principles and values. She cooks fresh meals for her family every single day, and everything is homemade, from breakfast and lunch to dinner and all the snacks in between. Within a few minutes of arriving, she had cooked the most delicious lunch for me, complete with dal, flatbreads and even sweets. It was a joy to watch her move around her kitchen with such free-flowing charm and elegance.

Avani shared a lot about Jainism with me while she was cooking. Jainism teaches non-violence and reducing harm to all living things, so a vegetarian diet that inflicts the least amount of harm is followed. Jains have a strict list of dos and don’ts when it comes to what they should and should not eat. They don’t eat anything that is grown under the soil – one of the reasons being that, when you pull the plant to eat the vegetable, you are destroying the habitat and causing harm to any living beings that live around and in that soil. Jains also believe that as the sun does not touch a subterranean vegetable, that makes it unhealthy. They don’t eat any sprouted food, which they believe causes harm to the body, and prefer to skip vegetables for 11 days in a month, the idea being that it gives the body a break from those vegetables and lets it balance out within. They believe that consuming milk in the evenings is beneficial for your body and they don’t combine yogurt with other foods, preferring to eat it on its own to get the most out of it.

Jains eat 48 minutes after sunrise – a practice called navkarshi – and the time of sunrise is published every day in the newspaper so that people can follow it easily. They also follow chowvihar, which means they stop eating after sunset (also known as ratri bhojan tyaag, which means giving up the evening meal). This is something that really got me thinking about intermittent fasting. It may be a new fashion in Western food, but don’t the roots of it lie in Jainist principles? Like a lot of things, it has been taken up from Indian culture and served to the world under new packaging. Rather than being an amazing Western discovery, intermittent fasting has in fact been practised by Jains for centuries!

An important saying in the Jain culture is jeeva matte khau, khava matte na jeevo, which translates to ‘eat to live and not live to eat’ (although, personally, I follow just the opposite practice!). Seasonal eating is key. After springtime, Jains stop eating the leafy green vegetables that are on their way out after winter.

They believe that the body cannot digest these after a certain season, and that they should move on to the summer vegetables after that. Sticking with seasonal produce is something that I would love to practise too. These ancient principles make perfect sense in today’s world.

My second stop was Meena Aunty’s home, which had that old-world charm with some of the furniture style I remember from my grandparents’ house. It made me feel very nostalgic. Her kitchen was dreamy and what I loved the most were the very organised drawers of pans, spoons, plates and bowls. Wow, what a collection and what an organised kitchen! Having cooked all her life, Meena Aunty could probably do so with her eyes closed. She told me how, when she was married, she came to live in a joint family with her brothers, sisters-in-law and their kids and they would all cook in turns and together as a team. Now, it’s just her and her daughter in the same house and it is full of memories. She cooked an amazing thali for me, with so many little treats that I didn’t know what to eat first. Everything tasted so balanced and perfect.

My next stop was Bhumika’s home, which she shares with her husband. She had moved to the house recently and had made a little garden, growing a few vegetables, herbs and fruit. Bhumika Udernani is a writer and loves to cook. From a Sindhi background, she is trying to learn more about and perfect Sindhi vegetarian food. She shared some lovely stories about her family and their food while she made a stunning Sindhi feast for me.

The following day, I went to meet Kety Aunty, an extraordinary woman in her 70s who runs the Zoroastrian Ladies Industrial Cooperative Society, which provides Parsi meals, snacks and masalas to the community. She had such a big smile on her face the whole afternoon and tons of energy interacting with her kitchen team, which comprised a group of Gujarati women (not Parsi), something that surprised me. After chatting to them, I found out that some of these women had been working in that kitchen for over 25 years. When they joined, they used to help the Parsi women cook and, through that process, learned all the recipes and techniques. Slowly, the Parsi women got older and retired, and now the kitchen is run by the Gujarati crew, and that in itself is a marvel. They had such a good rapport with each other, laughing and sharing jokes while cooking. They cooked a few delicious Parsi treats, things that I had never had before and that you cannot find on the internet today, and I will never forget my afternoon in that kitchen with that lovely bunch.

My next stop was Sheetal’s family home, where I was welcomed by Renuka Vikas Chauhan and her lovely family. We went straight to the kitchen where she started cooking dinner for me while chatting and telling me about the food. In no time, the dinner was on the table without her breaking a sweat. She told me that she has been making most of the dishes she cooked for years. They were dishes that her family could not do without, and some were needed every day in their meals. I was stunned by the speed of her cooking and the beautiful thali that she created.

It was so lovely to hear stories from her mother-in-law, Nanda Ba, who accompanied us into the kitchen, where she sat on a chair and oversaw everything. They once lived in a big extended family. Slowly, the children married, the older generation passed away, and now just a single family was left there. What caught my attention was a cupboard full of utensils that had belonged to all the different family members. Kitchen utensils that the ladies brought with them when they got married, each one speaking a different story about a different generation.
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The next day we met Shimul, a talented and inspiring lady who not only runs her own travel business but is a very passionate cook. A few years ago, she started making pickles at home, just once a year in the summer season. Shimul’s mother had been a great cook. Shimul realised that she was losing her mum’s recipes and people were missing out on the amazing things she cooked. To keep her mum’s memory alive, she started making her pickles, which are now very popular the world over. She only takes limited orders because she wants to make them all herself at home. Once they are sold, you have to wait until next year for more. I tried the pickles while visiting and was blown away, both by them and by her effortless cooking and the most delicious spread she served. Her stunning home is one of the few old buildings still standing in the midst of all the new developments in Ahmedabad and I hope it stays that way, with all its old-world charm and beauty.

My last stop of the trip was to visit Ranjan Aunty, who lives with her children. She still cooks for them all and insists on making fresh food for all mealtimes. She was so quick and fluent in the kitchen and it filled me with so much joy to watch her cook. Once she had cooked the food, she cleared the work surface and perched herself comfortably on top to roll out the theplas like a machine conveyor belt – such skill.

This book is not just about Gujarati or Sindhi or Parsi food – it has influences from all over India, including some Punjabi and South Indian food, too. I stopped in Mumbai on my way back from Gujarat to visit my college friend Lakshmi, who invited me to her mum’s kitchen so that I could learn a thing or two about South Indian cuisine. It was such joy to catch up with my friend after more than a decade, but to be able do it while watching her mum, Subbalakshmi Gopalkrishnan, cook was like a dream. She made us an absolute feast. Some of the things I sadly could not include in the book, as the ingredients are not available outside India, but I have tried to capture her flavours instead.

In Mumbai I also stopped at my cousin Nimisha’s house. Growing up, we spent a lot of time together in the summer holidays and I love visiting her. She is married to Prashant from Hyderabad and cooks a lot of recipes passed down by her mother-in-law. As always, she was happy to cook for me this time too. Being Punjabi, it is such a joy to watch her cook Hyderabadi dishes with such ease now.

My final stop was at my friend’s house, close to my home. Radhika Mangam is a GP by profession and loves to cook for her family and friends. I am very lucky to have had many meals prepared by her. Every time she cooks something that I haven’t tried before, I am right there with my pen and paper taking notes.

Writing this book has been an adventure, with long, tiring days spent getting those flavours as close as possible to the real thing I ate in India, but it has given me endless joy to put it together. Whether you try one or ten recipes from the book, I hope it will bring happiness to you and your families, and I hope I have done justice to all the recipes that were kindly handed to me with so much love and pride.
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