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For mothers, especially my own

ਮਾਂਵਾਂ ਲਈ, ਖਾਸ ਕਰਕੇ ਮੇਰੀ ਮਾਂ ਲਈ 


‘Tradition is not the worship of ashes, but the preservation of fire.’

Gustav Mahler

‘Excuse me waiter, please can we have some chilli sauce, black pepper and English mustard?’

Bhupinder Loyal, aka Mum
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Introduction

The irony of writing a book called Mother Tongue in a language that my own mum won’t be able to fully read is not lost on me. Yet what’s missing in her understanding of what these words say is countered by her fluency in the flavours, something that words can barely begin to convey.

Because my culinary palate is rooted to my mother’s tongue, and hers to her mother before her; an intergenerational lineage of love that crosses continents, connecting the past to the present through taste.

Nevertheless, the food that has passed along from generation to generation – migrating from India to England and a connecting hyphen-of-places in between – has not remained static along its journey through time and different lands. Far from a fossilised cuisine preserved in aspic, my food inheritance has been an ever-evolving musical score of flavour, a modulating manuscript of taste scribbled over by each new generation, never deleting what came before, but always leaving edible echoes of the past on the plates of the present.

With each era, new chords of flavour have enriched the hereditary palate, as ever more relatives have added a tuneful taste of who they were. Each masala-ed imprint reveals enduring stories of individual loves and losses, toils and travels, follies and fortunes, bestowing new layers of delicious harmony on the generations that follow.

By means of this continual adaptation, the cookery handed down through maternal fingertips has transformed at each fork of the family tree. Today, it is rooted as much to its legacy trail of uprooting as it is to the soil of Punjab: my ancestral motherland and origin of my epicurean mother tongue.

I am a second generation British Indian food writer and home cook, a descendant of Punjabi farmers and Leicester market traders with big appetites, born in the early 1980s right in the very middle of Old Blighty. My paternal grandparents were the pioneers, migrating from the sugarcane fields of Punjab, via Kenya where my dad was born, to England in the late 1960s.

While the history of outward Punjabi migration dates to before the 19th century, the butterfly effects of Indian independence impelled the relocation for my own Mama and Dhadi-Ji. India’s emancipation from British rule ripped the state of Punjab in two, through a bloodstained partition that led to the murder of millions and one of the largest mass migrations across borders in recorded human history. Furthermore, the British Nationality Act of 1948 gave all Commonwealth citizens a right to move to a battered post-war Britain. Consequently, it was to Leicester that many displaced Punjabis travelled – a manufacturing hub for textiles, biscuits and crisps – which in decades to follow would become the first British city with a majority non-white population.

My parents married in Leicester in 1981. Mum – a stylish 19-year-old at the time, with kohl-lined eyes and only a handful of English words – arrived from Mehliana in Punjab just a few weeks before the big day. It was her first venture outside India. Meeting for the first time just weeks before their wedding, the pair were bonded for life through a connecting Aunty-Ji who acted as their bachoolah, or matrimonial fixer’. To be the bachoolah for any Punjabi couple is a terrific honour. Indeed, for some in our community it’s their fulltime preoccupation, and this brilliant coterie of wedding-mensch really are a force to be reckoned with: their Falstaffian presence always known, their gossiping proudly indiscreet and their elaborate matchmaking the dramatic epicentre of any party worth being seen at. It’s the destiny of most Punjabi children to be caught in their cupid-crossfire as soon as adulthood hits. In modern times, this plays out through covert photo albums of unaware nieces and nephews, presented to suitors on phone screens at a moment’s notice. In my parents’ day, it was done through Polaroid photographs slipped inside blue aerograms, scribbled with a few vital statistics: analog parent-to-parent nuptial Tinder in postal form, if you will.

Their sepia-bleached wedding video, which I still take unparalleled joy in watching, begins with their Anand Karaj ceremony in our Leicester gurdwara. My dad, spruced up in a Marks & Spencer suit and wearing a turban for the very first time, sits agitatedly on the floor next to my defiantly composed mum, a firecracker of bridal red with gleaming sequins the size of pennies.

What follows is fragmented footage of their wedding party, which in that archaic era was reserved for the groom and male guests only. This raucous sausage-fest of mostly Punjabi men is a nostalgic window into a past life; the afro haircuts, flared hemlines and retro bhangra dancing preserving a revelry that lies somewhere in the Venn diagram overlap where Bend It Like Beckham meets an Abba tribute concert.

But it’s the food on the trestle tables of that party – which took place two years before I existed and conjoined my parents in a loving marriage that’s still flourishing more than forty years later – that I find myself thinking about at weddings today. Paper plates filled with keema samosas, chilli fish pakoras, spicy cholay with piles of fried puris, tamarind chutney, syrup-swirled jalebi, fudgey cardamom burfi and Johnnie Walker whisky. It’s the celebratory feasting of uprooted Punjabi migrants, voyaged from the motherland to their newly adopted home.

This is the flavour-punch of food that I grew up eating and to which my palate is deeply rooted. Yet from an early age my greedy stomach was also seeking out something else; because like all second generationers around the world (and indeed like any first generationers raised away from their native cradle), my British Indian existence, by birth, was the hybrid kind.

Outwardly, my cinnamon-brown skin, almond eyes and aquiline nose mark me out as immigrant’ in India.

As a result, I grew up being pulled between self-appointed arbiters of both my Britishness and my Indianness, identity jurors who guarded the social rules of what my labels could and could not be. Being born both British and Indian, I qualified for adjudication twice: a perpetual code-switching game of cat and mouse with my own dual-rooted identity.

Never feeling fully on the inside of either culture, I found myself habitually ousted by both: overly White-Washed-Coconut-Indian’ on the other.

My cooking today proudly disregards these labels on a plate, reclaiming my whole identity on my terms, through food that inhabits the middle ground in between so-called cultural boundaries. Just as there is no single monolithic way to be British Indian’, or any other identity label for that matter, my recipes rejoice in the queer-hybridity of who I am and celebrate the uniqueness of the others who share my compounded tick-box.

The preservation of a food culture does not require it to remain static, so my cooking continues the family – and indeed diaspora – tradition of adapting what came before that is the essence of my culinary mother tongue. The hybrid flavours I add to my family’s musical score are a taste of my second generation reality: ingredient chords’ that knowingly cross-pollinate from motherland to adopted land, rooted to uprooted, traditional to remix and back.

This flavourful self-expression – that loudly takes up the centre space – is the essence of third-culture cooking today. Like the plural identities of third-culture cooks themselves, it’s food that refuses to be categorised in the binary terms of one nationality or another. Instead, it straddles dotted intercultural lines, simultaneously existing on the inside and the outside of its own blurred borders.

A frequently touted outsider’s take on this fused’ to anything.

Just as the boundaries where seas meet the shore are the most fruitful places for life to flourish, so third-culture cooking thrives in the liminal boundaries where cultures collide. But it also throws out many questions…

Who gets to gatekeep what is and is not permitted as cultures and cuisines migrate, taking on new elements in their travels? As recipes are passed from generation to generation – evolving, morphing and bending across continents through time – at what point is the balance tipped too far? Can anyone ever have authenticity’ in diasporic cooking mean today?

In my view, authentic’ means it must remain there, indefinitely fixed, rigid, impermeable and static.

But the boundaries of a culture’s cuisine are in a state of constant flux, not set in stone. Food is a living form of culture that evolves: its boundaries are fluid, blurred, porous and dynamic; arguably none more so than those of Indian food.

Indeed, just as there is no single mother tongue language that’s spoken across all of India, so there is no single authentic’ Indian cuisine. Instead, there is a bountiful spectrum of regional cuisines that stretch from South to North, each equally authentic. And each ever-evolving as they migrate around the world with a global diaspora of home cooks, boundlessly adventurous in their pursuit of new flavours.

Authenticity is an unending reel of culinary snapshots, an evolving spectrum that captures many transformative moments along flavourful journeys in generations of kitchens.

My British Indian cooking may not be deemed authentically’ British, but it is authentically third-culture. True to my hybrid identity in the middle ground – and dually attached to both my Britishness and my Indianness – its roots are doubled, not split in half.

Yet, just as hybrid British Indianness itself is not a fixed entity but a continuum that’s been progressing for as long as migration from my motherland has flavoured the world, the food on my second generation plates tells only my story, and only up to this point in time.

The British Indianness of my parents tells the story from a first generation’s perspective; those who came to Britain as children tell it from a 1.5-generation’s perspective; those with only one parent of Indian descent tell it from a 2.5-generation’s perspective. And then there’s my nephew, the third generation, whose identity brings a new layer of nuance to our family’s culinary manuscript: his inherited Indianness is not just Punjabi but also Gujarati; he is dual rooted inside his Indian roots, intercultural even within his own Indian culture.

The recipes in this book add my chords of flavour to the living musical score of cookery that is my family’s food heritage. Every ingredient adds something of my second generation story to our ever-evolving culinary tale, with hybrid dishes that bridge backwards as they travel forwards, traditions that endure as they morph, flavours that are preserved as they transform.

Some of my flavours connect directly with those cooked on to the pages by my Bibi-Jis decades ago. Others embody the eternal union of my most beloved tastes with those of my own remarkable mum. And some are entirely new flavour chords that tell the story of my life today for future generations to relish. In turn, the chords of their lives will add even more flavours to the music, that in time they can connect back to me.

London, 2022

Recipe notes


	A spice grinder will give you the best result for the spice mixes in this book, although a mortar and pestle, coffee grinder or powerful smoothie-maker would also work. Basically, you need something that can whizz whole spices to powder, or herbs, garlic and onions into paste. Manual choppers also do the trick, though they require a lot more elbow grease.

	I always measure spices before I grind them, so if an ingredients list calls for ‘1 tablespoon black peppercorns, crushed’, for instance, then I have measured out the tablespoon of peppercorns and then crushed them.

	Deep-frying food calls for a few safety rules. Use a sturdy pan and do not overfill it with oil (it should be one-third full, as a general rule). Drop food gently into the hot oil so it doesn’t splash, and carefully turn it in the oil with a slotted spoon or a wire mesh ‘spider’. And never leave the pan unattended.

	In some recipes, I make sugar syrups as part of the process. I often want to take these syrups to the ‘one-string’ stage, in the traditional Indian sweet-making terminology. Gently dab your finger in the syrup and press it with your thumb. Don’t burn your fingers! The syrup needs to be thick enough to hold in a single thread between your fingers when pulled apart.

	If you are deep-frying and you don’t have an oil thermometer, you can still figure out how hot the oil is. Throw in a cube of bread and time how long it takes to turn brown, following this guide:



160°C – 45 seconds

165°C – 40 seconds

170°C – 35 seconds

175°C – 30 seconds

180°C – 35 seconds

185°C – 20 seconds

190°C – 15 seconds

195°C – 10 seconds


	Buying spices in an Indian or Asian store is the best way to find ingredients that conventional supermarkets don’t stock, and is also more cost effective. This also applies to fresh ingredients such as turmeric, lemongrass and coriander. One ingredient for which this is particularly noticeable is fresh curry leaves (which I use in abundance). If you’re lucky enough to find them in a supermarket, they’ll be in small packets of 15–20 fresh leaves for a couple of pounds, whereas in an Indian or Asian store they’re sold in bushy stalks of 150–200 fresh leaves for the same price. For those especially astute, you can try growing your own.




Flavour Chords: how to play with your food

I may not be a trained chef, but I am a very well-seasoned eater. During my twenty-plus years of working in food, a large part of my job has been to determine global benchmarks of taste for two of Britain’s most treasured food institutions: Harrods Food Halls and Marks & Spencer.

The inauthentic’ pastiche of that very same Indianness (see page 144).

As you might imagine, the breadth of tasting involved has been extensive. So, now, I am a home cook with a higher-than-average assortment of taste memories to call on, which intermingle with my palate’s Punjabi roots, as well as with my third-culture inclinations.

What I lack in classical training as a chef, I can counteract – somewhat synaesthetically – with my years of musical training as a cellist; a parallel education that has infiltrated my cookery and shaped how I play with flavour. You see, in music, you simultaneously hear different notes, just as you simultaneously taste different flavours in food. When I cook, I think about flavours as if they’re musical notes, and flavour combinations as if they’re chords.

Just as building a chord of musical notes can go in infinite harmonic directions, so flavour chords’ can be infinitely combined, rearranged and remixed along global keyboards. Ingredients are there to be played with and those from one culture’s cuisine can be completely delicious combined with those of another, opening up a spectrum of flavour for us cooks to explore, which can strike thrilling intercultural chords when cleverly combined.

Playing with all the flavour keys

Imagine only ever using the white notes on a piano. Sure, you could plonk away at basic tunes and harmonies fixed within the fence of chords that the white notes can sound…

… but there are also black notes in between the white notes, and even hidden notes in between those. Playing just the black notes rings out a pentatonic scale, a musical foundation for much of Indian classical music, the traditional music of China, Vietnam and Japan, Javanese Gamelan music, and even improvisational jazz, rockabilly and blues. And if you listen to any sitar player, you’ll hear them unravel the continuum of notes in between the piano keys, as they bend their strings along the hyphens that connect one-note-to-the-next.

The music I’m most drawn to makes use of the full chromatic spectrum of sound. I’m inspired by composers such as Anoushka Shankar, Maurice Ravel and Nitin Sawhney; singers such as Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, Billie Holliday and Fiona Apple; musicians such as Yo-Yo Ma, Miles Davis and Yehudi Menuhin; collaborators such as Indialucia, The Silkroad Ensemble and the South Asian underground collective Daytimers. These maestros command the entire harmonic scale of possibilities, blurring borders between melodic scales, syncopating sounds to straddle beats: music that spans the intercultural.

Equivalently, when it comes to cooking, if you only ever shop for ingredients from conventional mainstream supermarkets or online retailers, you’ll miss out on all the flavour notes that don’t make their way on to edited supermarket shelves, where even ethnic aisles’ are generally filtered through a white lens and not by the cultures claiming to be represented.

However, if you intermix your pantry with ingredients bought directly from Indian shops, Turkish greengrocers, Vietnamese stores, Ghanaian market stalls, Greek delis and the like, your cooking has the potential to unlock an entire world of flavour possibilities, combining storecupboard staples you know well with ingredients that you’ve just discovered.

Supporting the diasporic food communities in your neighbourhood is like illuminating every note on a flavour keyboard, not just the white notes. Third-culture inventiveness in the kitchen – cleverly mixing a spectrum of flavours – can lead to delicious combinations that celebrate a diversity of culinary identities in a single bite. This is one of the most exciting ways to expand your cooking repertoire every day, whether for a simple weekday meal or an epic weekend feast.

Appreciation, not appropriation

At this point it’s important to make a clear distinction. I don’t want you to exotic’ ingredients on to a single plate for the sake of it. I don’t want you to appropriate a multitude of cultures into one melting pot in a way that erases their distinct identities. Far from it. Third-culture cooking is about celebrating cultural heritage, not deleting it; expanding culinary possibilities by supporting migrating communities, not dominating them. It is food that reflects the evolving plurality of identity through the lens of global diasporas, cooking up stories of migration, diversity and intergenerational connection from their perspectives.

I want you to engage with diasporic shopkeepers in more than a transactional way; ask them to help you to understand the cultural significance of the ingredients they sell. This will help you to trace the journeys told by the products. Take joy in respectfully learning how ingredients used by diverse cultures around the world are shaped by their intertwined histories. No single society can claim sole ownership over an ingredient, but many have deeply rooted cultural connections to it.

Intercultural cooking is filled with syncretic flavour combinations in between porous cultural boundaries. It sings out the harmony that can occur when flavours from different cultures collide into something new. It celebrates unique global narratives born out of unique lived experiences, inviting you in to cook up third-culture food of your own, whoever and wherever in the world you might be.

Turning a world of flavour notes into delicious music

There are many books about the science of flavour, but this is not one of them. Instead, my flavour chords’ approach is rooted in culinary instincts taught to me through my ancestry of Punjabi mothers. This honed intuition has driven my creativity in the kitchen, culminating in three connected mantras that are my food principles today, that all home cooks, anywhere in the world, of any ability, can also joyfully embrace:


	Amplify your pantry with ingredients bought directly from diasporic stores. Go and explore, learn first-hand from them and taste the world from their perspective. The more you immerse yourself, the more you’ll discover new flavours aligned with your own personal tastes. If you adore citrussy flavours, investigate what your nearest Chinese or Cypriot supermarkets offer in their citrus section to mix things up in your lemon drizzle cakes. If you’re a lover of chillies, explore the range that your closest Turkish or Vietnamese stores have in. Or if you’re drawn to heady spices such as cumin and cardamom, check out your nearest Indian grocer and ask the shopkeepers what, in their view, tastes similar, or what is delicious when combined with those flavours. Adding just a handful of new ingredients to your shelves can take your cooking in hundreds of different directions when combined with your staples, while supporting the immigrant communities those ingredients are culturally rooted to.

	Embed global ingredients to your palate through tasting. Before you start cooking, think about the ingredients in your cupboards in terms of the flavour characteristics that each could bring to a dish. This means tasting them individually to etch their unique qualities on to your memory and on to your palate. This learning-through-tasting is key when you start to combine ingredients from different cultures. It’s a bit like playing out the sound of each note on a piano before you turn those notes into musical chords. As you build your own palate’s innate library of tastes, you’ll be sharpening your flavour instincts at the same time. Tasting ‘flavour notes’ in isolation shows how one ingredient can wear many different masks. Take green cardamom pods: when their inner seeds are ground to a powder, they impart a floral-fruity warmth, but if dry-roasted and used whole they give nutty-tropical notes. Similarly, red onion can be chopped into a dish raw to give sharp-pungent bite, or slowly browned to a sweet-sticky caramel. Tasting also reveals how an ingredient is different depending on when and where it is sourced. Fruits and vegetables are always best picked in peak season in their country of origin, which is why a good Indian grocer only ever stocks an abundance of fresh mangos in a small, frenzied window from April to July. But similar principles apply to spices, which were also once fresh produce, their flavours as changeable between seasons as a fine wine and determined by climate, farming methods and the terroir of a place during any harvest.

	Combine flavour notes into flavour chords. My approach begins by taking established flavour combinations as the base line. With Italian cuisine for example, classic flavour chords include tomato-garlic-basil; fennel sausage-chilli-broccoli; pecorino-black pepper-butter. These timeless triads are innately delicious and proudly Italian. All cultures have their own combinations. My Punjabi upbringing has hard-wired cardamom-almond-rose, tamarind-date-mint and coriander-fennel seed-cumin to my palate. These are cultural markers of my Punjabi identity, the masala base notes of my mother tongue. Likewise, lemongrass-galangal-fish sauce evokes Thailand; oregano-cumin-ancho chilli speaks of Mexico; curry leaf-mustard seed-coconut suggests South India; allspice-Scotch bonnet-thyme takes us to Jamaica; sumac-pomegranate molasses-tahini ushers forth the Middle East. Each of these triads is perfect, but food cultures are not set in stone. Third-culture cooking invites you to remix classic combinations with a spectrum of flavours that reflect the migrating communities living in each of those places today. This is flavour-amplified cooking, combining global ingredients in all their delicious glory. It tells stories of migrating cultures through the flavours you bring together on a plate.



Nevertheless, when adding intercultural flavour notes to a classic flavour triad




[image: Image]


[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]


[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]



	Sizzling some toasted cumin and nigella seeds in with the garlic

	Adding a pinch of sambhar masala

	Finishing with a spoonful of tart tamarind
















	contrast ingredients from different bubbles (aim for two or three at a maximum)

	Ensure no single bubble overpowers the cumulative effect

	balance any combination with components that add salt to enhance and add acid to brighten the flavours
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Green cabbage Thyme
Indian basil o Vermouth
Kale Za'atar
Aubergine  Matcha
Beansprout Oe o, Mushroom
Beetroot © o Parsnip
Broccoli ®  Plantain
Butternut squash Potato
Carrot Vegetal & root Red cabbage
Cassava ® @ Sage
Cauliflower ® o Swede
Celery o. Sweet potato
Kohlrabi ® @ Sweetcorn
Lotus root  Turnip
Apple Papaya
Apricot o Passion fruit
Banana _ © Peach Achiote seed
Blueberry o @ Pear Almond Go00,, Marzipan
Cherry @ ~ Pineapple Black sesame seed @ "¢ @, Melon seed
Damson © Plum Black tahini Peanut
Fig o o “ Raspberry Cacao nib Pecan
Guava © Fruity. floral © Rose petal Candlenut Pistachio
: ° Nufty & roasted
Green cardamom © & tropica ©® Rose water Cashew Poppy seed
Kewra water . Safflower Chestnut Sesame seed
Lemongrass o’ Saffron Coconut o e Tahini
Lime leaf g ®  Sloe Coffee ® o @ ® Toasted sesame seed
Lychee © .. Star anise Hazelnut ~ ® PY e°® © Urad dal
Mabhleb (cherry stone) @ Strawberry Macadamia Walnut
Mango @ Watermelon
Orange blossom water ~ Yuzu
Baharat Hawaij

Herbes de Provenge
Hibiscus chilli salt

Berbere spice -
Black masala g ©

Cajun spice Jerk spice
Chaat masala Lebanese seven spice
Chai spice Panch phoran
Chinese five-spice . Pumpkin pie spice
Chermoula Spice blends Quatre épices
Curry powder & masalas Ras-el-hanout
Dukkah Rasam powder

Sambhar masala
Tajin
Tandoori masala
garashi

Everything seasoning
Fajita seasoning
Furikake seasoning
Garam masala ® @ g o ® °®
Gunpowder masala Za'atar

°®
Toy
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