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Photographs of ready-made dishes have been provided wherever possible. All photographs are taken by the author himself, in natural light, without using any inedible garnish or props, and of the dishes that were made right in his house. These are just meant to illustrate how exactly the dish would look like if you prepared them yourself.
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I: Looking For Indian Cuisine in London
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Let me admit it. Indian cuisine was absolutely the last item on my list when I landed in London, in September 2005, to study Law in University College London (UCL). My first priority was SURVIVAL-—to find food, of any kind, that could soothe somewhat my hunger pangs. So for months if it had to be “plasicky” sandwiches, soulless soups, indifferent salads and endless cups of coffee that I had to subsist on, my attitude was “so be it”.

Then the rising expenses and reducing nutrition levels forced me to invest in some really basic pots and pans. Only then could I very hesitatingly take the first, baby steps into “the wonderlands of cooking”.

I had to begin at the very beginning, from how to boil (and peel) an egg, to make an egg sandwich, to sauté vegetables, and finally to make a very filling but basic 3-course meal of chicken soup, breaded chicken and garlic toast. If you too are at that level of a complete newbie, you may like to consider starting from my first book “How To Cook In A Jiffy: Even If You Have Never Boiled An Egg Before.” 

Then I bumped in to Krishna. A year senior to me in St. Stephen’s College, Delhi, Krishna too was studying Law, but at the London School of Economics (LSE). He would often be accompanied by Harpal, a Sikh student from Chandigarh, who was studying Economics at LSE.  Both were staunch vegetarians which meant they couldn’t, unlike me, survive just on soups and sandwiches. I had to appreciate their predicament because I too couldn’t think of a college restaurant that could serve at least two different varieties of pure vegetarian sandwiches or soups. Not even the pizzas and ice-creams, I was educated, could be considered vegetarian as they contained cheese and gelatine that had animal origins.  

To add salt to injury, both Krishna and Harpal had never tasted such bland food in their lives. Back home, in India, they used to sometimes order “western food” that is, pasta, pizzas or sandwiches but these had never tasted as tasteless as they tasted in the UK. Everything had less salt or perhaps no salt! The vegetables were served boiled, with no spices whatsoever. The desserts too were barely sweet. 

Krishna’s Hall of Residence did serve, what they called “Indian food” once a week. But these were the typical British interpretations of popular Indian dishes like Chicken Korma, Chicken Tikka Masala or Beef Rogan Josh. Even if you were not a vegetarian, you could have difficulty finding anything “Indian” about these preparations. For strict vegetarians, of course, there was hardly anything except an occasional “vegetable curry”. This was made by sprinkling some kind of an “Indian curry powder” on boiled veggies, just as you sprinkle Parmesan cheese on pasta. This was certainly nothing great to write home about. 

The undeniable fact was that, despite putting on a brave front, we were all missing our “Home style” Indian food terribly. Eventually we gathered some courage to venture out looking for ‘Indian” restaurants. These, as we soon discovered, were run mostly by immigrants not necessarily from India, but from Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, in fact anywhere from the Indian subcontinent.  Some of these ramshackle joints, however, did promise that their food will “remind Indians of their home in India”. 

One day, in Central London, we entered one such restaurant for lunch. The place was run by a very surly Indian (or perhaps he was a Pakistani), who asked us quite coldly what he could do for us. When we asked to look at the Menu card, we were very reluctantly handed over a much used laminated sheet of paper. One quick glance and we knew why the owner was so unenthusiastic about welcoming us Indians. Every dish cost between 20-25 pounds. Even the drinks were more than 5 pounds each. Back home, in India, even 5-star hotels won’t dare ask for such prices and this joint was as far from a 5-star property as a London Black Cab would be from a Mercedes.

“Why are Indian dishes so expensive here?” Harpal finally gathered some courage to ask in Hindi. 

“Look Man, I don’t think the dishes are expensive from British standards. Please also remember that I’ve to import the masalas and other ingredients from India and that does push up the prices of Indian dishes in the UK”, the guy replied, quite in a take-it- or- leave- it attitude.

We exchanged some furtive glances and decided to go ahead with an order for a plate of Mutton Tikka (barbequed lamb) for me, and Paneer-Mattar (cottage cheese and peas curry) and rice for Krishna and Harpal. The total bill came to about 50 pounds! When the dishes arrived at our table in about half an hour, I was horrified to see that the Mutton Tikka was almost pink in colour. The meat pieces were also improperly roasted; some looked raw and some looked burnt. To camouflage the dish and to make it supposedly look more attractive to the eye, the cook had put some artificial pink colour! 

The Paneer-Mattar looked slightly better except that it was very oily. The food was different from what we were getting in our Halls of Residence but was barely satisfactory. The Paneer-Mattar also did not taste very fresh to Krishna.

“When was this Paneer-Mattar prepared?” inquired Krishna.

“Three days ago” replied the guy, without batting an eyelid.

Shocked, and poorer by 50 Pounds, we vowed never to venture out looking for Indian food in the UK ever again. 

Months passed by and we were all becoming more and more home sick and miserable. Krishna specially was terribly missing his “Home Style” Indian food, the smell of the freshly prepared Sambhar (split pigeon pea lentils cooked in a south Indian style) served with hot fluffy rice and a vegetable dish. 

One day, Harpal’s cousin Prakash, who was a manager in a hotel in Inverness, Scotland, met us in London and took us out to Wagamama. Over some really great fusion cuisine, Prakash heard of our misadventures and admitted that he too had similar experiences. The sensible way out, he told us, was to buy ready-made packaged products from Indian stores located in Central London.  

Reinvigorated with this tip, we would now regularly buy packaged products like Paneer-Mattar, Butter chicken and even Parathas (fried Indian unleavened breads). Even though these satiated somewhat our need for Indian food, they could never even come close to fulfilling our desire to have our own Indian “Home Style” food.
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II: Finding “Home Style” Food in India
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Came November 2009 and armed with my LLB (Honours) degree and LPC diploma, I was back in India. I had found work as a corporate lawyer with one of the top most Indian law firms. Its swanky office in Central Delhi was close to all the popular restaurants, eating joints as well as the fast food chains of the world. 

So food was never a problem. You could have a Pizza from Domino’s one day and Saag-meat (lamb cooked in pureed spinach) with Naan from Kake Di Hatti the next. The Chinese joints too were just a stone throw away. Some restaurants even offered a rather sumptuous buffet spread for lunch. This was quite a lifesaver on days when you had missed your breakfast and were really hungry.

Then my parents got posted to Delhi and once again I had access to good and wholesome “Home Food”. My office had a dining area equipped with not only some tables and chairs but also a fridge and microwave. So I could now carry a lunch box from home, put it in the fridge the moment I reached office and heat it up in the microwave for lunch during the lunch break. 

I noticed that many of my colleagues, who were still living by themselves in rented accommodation, were not following my “example”. A senior colleague was continuing to order food either from the office cafeteria or from the Indian fast food joints nearby. The quality of the food used to vary vastly. Some days the food was fresh and the other days not so. Some of us thought that he was just trying to show off, that while he could afford to order food from outside, we lesser mortals couldn’t. 

That was, of course, very insensitive of us. Once when we were going out for a very important meeting, my senior colleague complained of terrible stomach cramps and bloating. He thought that this was probably because the food, which he had ordered from one of his “preferred” joints the previous day, didn’t agree with him. I was sympathetic but some of my junior team members thought he was fibbing to avoid working late that day.

A visit to the doctor, and a few tests that followed, established that my friend was not lying. The culprit, we learnt, was the over fried cooking oil that his favourite food joint was using. We were educated that if any cooking oil is re-heated several times, for example, for frying dishes like Pooris (Indian puffed up bread), or pakodas (Indian chickpea flour fritters), it breaks down into many harmful fatty acids that can affect sensitive digestive systems adversely. 

“Then why don’t you carry food from home?” I asked quite concerned.

My friend explained that this was because he did not know any cooking. 

“But don’t you have a domestic help?” I persisted.

“Oh yes, I do have a part-time maid but she being from the South can’t cook the food that I want. May be, when I go to my hometown in Jharkhand next, I will get a help from there who can make my “Home Style” food”. My friend explained patiently.

Another colleague was similarly living all by herself in Maharani Bagh, a very posh locality of Delhi. She hated the “greasy Indian fast food”, as she described it, that my senior was surviving on. Her solution then was to bring from home some Dahi (yoghurt) and chopped papayas for lunch. Again, there were sneers all around. Some alleged that she was getting such “frugal” lunch, because she was perpetually dieting to preserve her statuesque figure.

Lunch time was still fun, with a lot of friendly banters and leg pulling going all-around. Indians also have a very natural tradition of sharing food. So it was not unusual for us to taste a morsel or two from other lunch boxes while we exchanged notes on how nasty a boss or client had been that day. 

As mine appeared to be the only “properly assembled” lunch box, I would always get some envious comments from my colleagues about how delicious my lunch box looked and tasted. 

“The Dal looks so amazing”, commented one.

“The smell of fresh basmati rice is so appetising”, quipped another.

“Someday I must learn cooking from your mom”, declared the third one.

I used to find these comments rather intriguing. I thought I was actually carrying a very simple lunch consisting of some rice, a dal (Arhar or split pigeon pea lentils being my favourite) and a vegetable dish (beans steamed with coconut, for example). That too in small quantities just enough for one person. I never thought my lunch box was that great. After all, I had never carried “gourmet dishes” like Dal Makhni (lentils with butter), Butter Chicken, or Kadai Paneer (Cottage Cheese cooked in a wok) for people to say wow!

It suddenly dawned on me that the “eating-out” culture that was becoming so pervasive was making basic Home-style Indian cooking into some kind of a rarity. In olden days, women usually learnt cooking from their mothers and continued cooking at their in-laws. Domestic help trained and supervised by such mothers and daughters-in-law too knew how to cook “Home Style” food to the liking of everyone in the house. In those days, restaurant curries were considered a delicacy.

The ever changing fast paced modern lifestyle is making basic Home style Indian cuisine either extinct or a very unattainable distant dream for both Indian students abroad and employees working in India. People living by themselves either don’t know how to cook or don’t have enough time to cook at home. Higher wages in the corporate sector means that almost everyone can afford to order food from outside. 

There is naturally a price to pay for this “convenience” ranging from obesity and gastrointestinal disorders to diabetes and high blood pressure. There is also a limit to how many times you can have “gourmet restaurant style curries” in a day no matter how much you may seem to think you like them.

A greater concern appeared to stem from the perception that Indian cuisine is complicated and time consuming. Unfortunately, quite a few cookbooks had a hand in spreading this misconception. They do that by suggesting either too many exotic ingredients or to cook certain dishes for hours together which makes Indian food less doable for busy couples. 

No doubt, Indian cuisine is very diverse in nature. Even the dals (lentils) that Indians have almost every day is so different. For example, the dal I used to carry was the simplest, tempered just with ghee (clarified butter) and jeera (cumin seeds). My colleagues from Mumbai were, however, tempering theirs with black mustard seeds and curry leaves. The South-Indian twist on the same dal meant the really spiced up Sambhar that not only contained black mustard seeds and curry leaves but also, what to me looked like, a hundred other fiery and very colourful ingredients. 

And yet, there was a unifying thread in this maddening diversity, in the sense that we all were having some kind of a dal in our different versions of “Home Food”.
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III: How is “Home style” Indian food different from “restaurant food”?
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Many of my international friends are surprised to learn that there is in India a distinct difference between “Home Style” food and “restaurant food”. 

“So, what do you Indians eat at home?” They will ask me.

Is it all really so different from “restaurant food”? 

And, more importantly, is it so superior to “restaurant food” that it deserves to be discussed as a separate category?

I believe that such a “strange” debate among Europeans or Englishmen does not take place in the western world (though I may be wrong!). There you usually look up to the versions created in restaurants and by Michelin Star chefs of say “Roast Turkey” and try to replicate it at home. Here, in India, you almost look down upon the versions of say, “yellow dal” peddled by restaurants and very condescendingly declared your own “Home Style” versions to be less oily or more tasteful and decidedly superior in any case.

I also discovered that certain dishes are just not available in restaurants. For example, I couldn’t have my Eastern Indian style Arhar dal anywhere in India including the wayside eateries in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. Similarly, the Dahi-Sarson (yogurt-mustard) fish, which every Bengali household can probably offer, is unavailable even in 5-star hotels in Delhi. Why, even the simple Indian unleavened bread called Chapati or Phulka, that I eat every day, would be absent from most restaurant menus who prefer to offer Tandoori Roti or Naan instead.

Digging a little deeper, I learnt that the whole style of restaurant cooking in India is diametrically opposed to what we practise in our homes with respect to the same dish. For restaurants, speed is of utmost essence as they don’t expect any customer to wait for longer than 15 minutes to be served. So they have to keep ingredients ready in a semi-finished condition for a quick conversion in to whatever dish the customer demands. Chicken, for example, will be semi-cooked in a tandoor and then kept ready to be converted into Butter Chicken or Chicken Tikka or Chicken Do Pyaza (Chicken with two onions literally!) at the drop of a hat. Same goes for the veggies, which will be cut, and even boiled, to be used for any curried or dry version of that vegetable dish. This is the only way for restaurants to come up with menus that contained sometimes as many as 100 dishes.

A dhaba (roadside eatery) doesn’t even have that luxury of a lead time of 15 minutes.  Their customers being mostly busy (and burly) truck drivers from Punjab don’t like to wait even for 5 minutes before being served. So a good dhaba to survive has to cook and keep ready its full repertoire of 10-12 dishes all the while. That way it is quite like the “Home Food” which too is fully finished in one go, starting from scratch. The one big difference, however, is that dhaba food would contain a lot more oil than home cooked meals. This is so because oil acts as some kind of preservative for dhaba food which, unlike home cooked meals, doesn’t normally go into a fridge. 

It was for this reason, it dawned on me, that even the Indian desserts like Gulab Jamuns or Jalebis served in dhabas would be fried!

The upshot of all this very fascinating debate that we carried over many, many moons was the conclusion that there is still a very robust tradition of “Home Style” cuisine alive and kicking in India. And this was very different from Indian restaurant cooking because:

One, it was cooked from scratch, from fresh ingredients;

Two, many “Home Style” dishes were simply NOT available on restaurant menus;

Three, it was much healthier as it allowed full freedom to change your salt, sugar and spice levels;

Four, it was not only less oily but it also permitted you to choose your preferred oil (mustard, olive, coconut, ground nut, soya, sunflower, rice bran or whatever...); and above all,

Five, it was less complicated and, therefore, easier to cook.

For me, and for all my colleagues in India, who just couldn’t turn into professional chefs overnight, the last point was an eye opener. 

“Is that so?” many asked incredulously.

“Prove it, Prasenjeet”; someone threw a challenge.

So I picked up the gauntlet and ventured out to start with a catalogue of my own family’s “Home Style” Indian cuisine.

And this Book is the result of that small, modest attempt to do that.

You
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