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      This book is dedicated to my mother, Ira Sen. The name “Ira” was a sophisticated name given to my mother when she got married into our family; in real life she was a very devout, hardworking, simple person, who was a genius with her hands! In fact, she was an amazingly creative person; she was multi-talented - a great cook, who turned out an amazing array of dishes on a daily basis, a wizard with the sewing machine and an incredible magician with the embroidery needle. Our home bore testimony to that – her paintings, her embroidered bedspreads, tablecloths, delicate linen, clothes and accessories were all over the house. She wove her magic in our lives in many ways. But I don’t think we ever really understood how fortunate we were or truly appreciated her many talents and skills. Especially her cooking.

      Every day, we would have a variety of dishes, both for lunch and dinner. And what was more amazing, was that these dishes were not easily repeated. She had an astonishing repertoire, from traditional, to festive, to wedding fare, to typically Bengali to Continental, to Anglo-Indian, to Mughlai. Yet we took her amazing food for granted, well into her seventies. Later, she would instruct us when we wanted to recreate some of her favourite dishes. I have tried to recreate some of the dishes which we loved so much. I hope you love them too.

      Many of the dishes were learnt at her maternal home and many were from our family. Since the two families were entirely different in the way they lived and ate, the foods also were quite different. So, some of them my mom picked up because she missed them, and some she learnt because we loved them! I have not been able to cover the whole range of her cooking but have presented only those dishes which we were very fond of and felt that you would like them too!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          BENGALIS AND THEIR FOOD

        

      

    

    
      Bengalis love to eat and so food is very important to us. Every occasion in a Bengali family is celebrated with food. And each occasion demands a special kind of food. Whether it’s a wedding or a family celebration, the most important item on the agenda is always the food and the menu. Hours are spent in preparing the best menu for every occasion.

      Also, Bengalis like to have elaborate meals. So, a Bengali get-together is never complete if there aren’t many items on the menu. And a true Bengali meal is never complete without a few meat and fish dishes.

      Bengalis, also love to sit down and have a good chat about many things – this is famously called an ‘adda’. At these adda sessions, food is quite often an important topic of discussion. In my family, the adda sessions were very interesting. The topics would range from politics to art to music and sports, to food and travel. Whenever my cousins and elders would get together, people would often reminisce about food - where special dishes were available, how food was cooked in the olden days, what food was served at someone’s wedding etc.

      My own family has a very special relationship with food. My mother came from an old traditional Bengali family, and so, she knew how to make many traditional items. My father, on the other hand, came from a more modern family who were exposed to many different cuisines, both Asian and Continental.

      As a result, our family had a large and interesting repertoire of dishes. While growing up, I never really valued this and took our food for granted; it was when I moved out of home and later, Kolkata, that I learnt to cook some of these dishes. My friends and acquaintances raved about the food and I slowly realized that perhaps our food was special. Also, for the first time in my life I began to value what a great cook my mom was. So, I wanted to pay a tribute to her by writing about some of her dishes – the ones she was best known for.

      I also wanted to write about the dishes which were our favourites. Those dishes which we ate at home and were not part of the typical Bengali cuisine. Those dishes which were passed on through the generations - to my brothers’ wife, to my daughter. And to many of my friends and relatives. I also wanted to write about some of the amazing and funny stories associated with food in our childhood and in our home. It really seems so far away and from another world. I also tried to pen down the situations and the moods of that time, so that it makes the time and place come alive. I wanted to hold on to all of those memories and capture them for all time.
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            WEDDINGS IN OUR FAMILY

          

        

      

    

    
      In our family, weddings were very special. Weddings stretched over several days and were very elaborate. As kids, we really looked forward to them as it meant a lot of fun. We would be so excited when we heard about someone in the family getting married. It meant days of fun and excitement - because it meant going to all the functions, meeting lots of people and eating great food!

      Weddings also meant that we would be allowed leave from school as the events were both in the daytime as well as in the evenings.

      Usually, it would start with paka dekha or the engagement ceremony, followed by gaye halud, or the haldi ceremony, the biye or the wedding, the bashi biye (the day after the wedding), and finally, the reception given by the groom’s family.

      The food at the paka dekha or engagement ceremony was very different from the food at the other functions, and very special. Baked earthen platters and glasses were specially ordered for the guests. They were made from decorative moulds and a banana leaf was decoratively cut and placed over each plate. Only very selected numbers of guests were invited.

      Guests were usually greeted with a sherbet and there was usually quite a variety. In summers, rose flavoured lassi, watermelon juice, aam panna or bael ka sherbet was provided. In winters, it was usually special cardamom-flavoured tea.

      The food would not consist of meals, instead were largely snacks that would not involve much messy eating. So, there would be a platter of non-vegetarian snacks, including items like fish fry, chicken cutlet, prawn cutlet, fish chop, keemar or mutton chop, etc. Then, there would be other vegetarian items such as dalpuri-aloor dom, begun bhaja, dhoka, mishti cholar dal, koraishutir chop, chhanar kalia, tomator chutney and kacha aamer chutney.

      This would be accompanied by a dessert platter consisting of at least 8 - 10 varieties of sweets - sandesh, kheer kadam, cham cham, darbesh, rajbhog, pantua or gulab jamun, malpua or sar bhaja, chhanar payesh, rabri and mishti doi.

      However, these traditions changed a lot in the recent years when the next generation of the family started to get married. I remember that, later, the paka dekha meal became a full-fledged one served by caterers. As usual, it was elaborate and had more special items such as chingri machher cutlet, chingri machher malai curry and illish machher bhapey, as close family members were called to such occasions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            KORAISHUTIR KOCHURI

          

          PEA-STUFFED PURIS

        

      

    

    
      Ingredients:

      For the dough:

      1 cup flour

      1 tablespoon of white oil

      A pinch of salt

      

      For the filling:

      1 cup shelled peas

      1 small piece of ginger about ½ inch thick

      1 teaspoon of kalo jeera or black cumin seeds

      1 teaspoon of fennel seeds or saunf / mouri

      ½ teaspoon of chilli powder

      1 teaspoon of sugar

      2 tablespoons of white oil

      Salt to taste

      

      Preparation:

      Prepare the filling by grinding the peas into a rough paste. Then, grind the ginger and fennel seeds finely together. Then, heat a fry pan and add the oil to it. Once it starts to heat up, add the cumin seeds, peas, ginger - fennel paste, chilli powder, sugar and salt and fry well on a low flame till the peas are completely cooked. You may have to add a little water to prevent the paste from sticking to the pan.

      

      Now, prepare the dough by mixing the flour and oil well. Add the salt and enough water to knead the flour into a firm dough. Roll the dough into a long roll and then cut it up into golf ball sized pieces. Flatten each ball and tuck in a small amount of filling into the centre. Close the ball, flatten and then gently roll out into flat rounds, using a rolling pin. Apply a little oil on each round for ease of rolling. Don’t make them too thin or they will rupture and will not fry well.

      

      Now, fill a wok with enough oil for frying and heat it till the oil starts to smoke. Ease in the puris, one at a time and fry till they are puffed up and evenly browned on both sides. Remove from flame and put on a plate with tissue paper, to absorb the excess oil.

      

      Serve with aloor dom and tomator chutney.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            KORAISHUTIR CHOP

          

          PEA–STUFFED CROQUETTES

        

      

    

    
      Ingredients:

      Spicy pea filling (see recipe for Koraishutir Kochuri) will make about 5 - 6 chops

      2 - 3 medium sized potatoes, cut in half

      1 teaspoon chilli powder - optional

      1 teaspoon dry roasted jeera powder

      Bread crumbs for coating

      1 - 2 tablespoons of flour

      Salt to taste

      Oil for frying

      

      Preparation:

      Boil and peel the potatoes and mash them while hot. This way, the potatoes will be mashed easily and form no lumps. Add the chilli powder, jeera powder and salt to taste. Remember that the filling already has salt.

      

      Divide the mashed potatoes into evenly sized balls which are slightly larger than a golf ball. Press each ball in the middle with your thumb and add some of the pea filling into it. Close the ball and ensure that it is evenly covered with the mashed potato on all sides. Set aside and do this with all the balls.

      

      Now, mix 1-2 teaspoons of water with the flour to make a thin paste. Dip each chop in the flour paste and then coat well with bread crumbs. Again ensure that each chop is evenly coated. Set aside.

      

      Heat oil in a wok and slowly release the chops into the hot oil one by one. Fry till the chop turns golden. Serve hot with tomato sauce or green chutney.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHIRE KORAISHUTI BHAJA

          

          FRIED BEATEN RICE WITH PEAS

        

      

    

    
      This is an easy snack using beaten rice and peas. It is usually had on winter afternoons when peas are available in plenty and cheap. It is so nice to curl up with a book and a bowl of this tasty snack or to sit and have long gossip (adda) sessions with all your cousins or friends, with this and hot cups of tea.

      

      Ingredients:

      1 cup of beaten rice (poha)

      1 cup of fresh or frozen green peas

      Salt to taste

      White oil for frying

      

      Preparation:

      In a wok, add plenty of oil and heat. Then when the oil is really hot, quickly add a handful of beaten rice and quickly fry with a slotted spoon. They will immediately swell up, so they have to be quickly removed and placed in a bowl. Or else they will get burnt. Fry the rest of the beaten rice, in a similar manner.

      

      Next, fry the peas in the same oil. They will take slightly longer to cook. Take them out and keep separately. Now, mix the two ingredients in a separate bowl and add salt and a dash of sugar to taste. Serve hot with tea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PHOOL KOPIR SINGHARA

          

          CAULIFLOWER SAMOSA

        

      

    

    
      Again, a lovely winter snack, as cauliflowers are plenty and cheap.

      

      Ingredients:

      For the filling:

      A medium sized cauliflower cut into small pieces

      1 small potato

      1 bay leaf

      1 teaspoon turmeric powder

      1 teaspoon roasted jeera powder

      1 teaspoon chilli powder

      A handful of peanuts

      Oil for cooking

      Salt to taste

      

      For the samosa:

      1 cup maida or white flour

      1 - 2 teaspoons of oil for the dough

      1 teaspoon of salt

      A pinch of bicarbonate of soda

      Any white oil for frying

      

      Preparation:

      Let’s make the filling first. In a wok, add 1-2 tablespoons of oil. Then add the bay leaf, cauliflower pieces and potatoes and fry. Add the peanuts, spices, salt to taste and cook well. Now, add a little water for the vegetables to get cooked. Remove from the flame and set aside.

      

      Now, prepare the dough by adding a pinch of salt, a pinch of soda and the oil to the flour and mix well. Add small amounts of water and knead carefully till a tight dough is formed. Set aside for about an hour. Then roll the dough into a long thin roll and cut small golf-ball sized pieces. Roll out each of these pieces into a flat round.

      

      Now, make the samosas by taking each round and cut each round into half. Smear a little water on the edges of the semicircle to make a cone and seal the sides. Then put a small amount of filling or pur inside the cone (enough to fill it comfortably) and then seal the bottom edges with a little water. This is a complete samosa. Set aside. Make as many samosas as you need.

      

      Now, heat oil in a wok and when the oil is smoking hot, slowly slip in the samosas. Fry 5 - 6 of them at a time. Slowly fry them till each samosa is fried to a golden colour. Drain and set the samosas on a plate over tissues, so as to absorb the excess oil. Serve with sauce or chutney.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VEGETABLE CHOP

          

        

      

    

    
      Ingredients:

      2 - 3 large potatoes

      1 beet

      1 carrot

      A few beans

      A handful of peas

      1 teaspoon red chili powder

      1 teaspoon roasted jeera powder (jeere bhajar guro)

      A handful of peanuts

      1 - 2 teaspoons of besan or flour for coating

      1 teaspoon of sugar

      Salt to taste

      Mustard oil or any white oil for frying

      

      Preparation:

      Wash and cut the potatoes in half, leaving their skins on. Then boil the potatoes, remove their skins and mash them well. Add a little chili powder and salt and keep aside.

      

      Now, scrape the beet and carrot to remove the outer skin. Then dice them into small pieces. Also, dice the beans. Then boil all the vegetables together, along with the peas. They will take on a red colour due to the beet. Drain and keep.

      

      Now prepare the vegetable filling. Take 1 - 2 tablespoons of oil and lightly fry the peanuts. Add the boiled vegetables, jeere bhajar guro (roasted jeera powder), ½ teaspoon chili powder, peanuts, sugar and salt to taste and stir well, till the filling is well cooked. Add a dash of water while cooking, if it sticks.

      

      Now, divide the mashed potatoes into small golf-ball sized bits. Make a dent with your thumb and add a small amount of the filling into the ball. Close over it gently. Make the required number of these rounds.

      

      Now make a thin paste with the flour or besan and water. Dip each of these balls in the paste and then roll in breadcrumbs. Set aside.

      

      Heat oil in a wok or deep frying pan. When the pan is hot and bubbles appear, ease these balls into the hot oil slowly. Deep fry them 3 - 4 at a time, till they are golden all over. Drain and set aside on a platter, over paper towels to absorb the excess oil.

      

      Serve hot with green salad and tomato sauce, or as an accompaniment to rice and dal.
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