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introduction


‘It seems such a privilege now, the idea of being able to cook for other people, and not because we have to, but because we want to.’

– Nigella Lawson



food tastes better shared

My sister would call me in a frenzy: ‘I’m having guests over for dinner tomorrow, what should I cook? Give me some ideas, I want to impress them but nothing too complicated!’

For me, this is the ultimate challenge. I adore the process of creating a menu, shopping for ingredients, and producing a gorgeous yet effortless meal for others to savour. It’s what fills my heart with joy, but often overwhelms others with anxiety.

My life took an unexpected turn when I landed my dream job of cooking dinner parties professionally. I had spent 17 years in the corporate banking world when my husband encouraged me to apply for MasterChef UK. I never imagined it would lead to the career change I had longed for but I finally discovered my purpose in life – to nourish others.

When I was growing up, my mother frequently hosted dinner parties for no apparent reason – whether there was something or nothing to celebrate, feeding others was a quintessential Indian tradition. Sharing food was our simple yet sincere way of expressing emotions. As guests arrived at our home, they were treated with great hospitality. I vividly recall my mother’s attention to detail, using her best china, finest tablecloth, and occasionally even sharing her hidden stash of Ferrero Rocher chocolates that were reserved for ‘guests only’! Food has been the social glue of Indian families, a universal language of love. We weren’t a family that hugged or expressed ‘I love you’ frequently. Instead, we demonstrated our affection by preparing large pots of biryani or other beloved dishes.

Food has the power to unite people, nourish their body, mind and soul. It evokes emotions and nostalgia, often best shared with loved ones.

For me, cooking food for others is a ceremonious art. Whether it’s a pot of curry served buffet-style or an elegantly plated dish one would typically order at a restaurant, the end result is everything – seeing joyful expressions on people’s faces. A delicious meal can truly make a bad day better and lift spirits during challenging times.

However, times have changed. Time is scarce, and expenses have risen. We need to entertain without breaking the bank, and I’ve been mindful of these aspects in this book.

As you weave your way through these pages, I hope the recipes inspire you to host your own dinner party and experience the same elation I feel when cooking for others. It’s uplifting and addictive – nothing compares to a meal prepared with love.

from school dinners to MasterChef

It might seem overly dramatic, especially since I didn’t win the competition, but MasterChef had a tremendous impact on my life. My love for food had begun in an unusual setting: the school dinner hall queue was my favourite time of day. While my mother prepared delicious Indian dishes at home, my first experience of non-Indian cuisine, such as roast chicken, bangers and mash and spaghetti bolognese, was at school. I loved it! I tried to convince my mother to make pasta for dinner, but she had no idea what it was, so she served me curried pasta with chapati, which was a carbohydrate overdose! This experience led me to realize that I wanted more variety in my food, and to learn to cook dishes from other cultures.

As a child, I had basic cooking skills, as my mother had me preparing salads when I was just six years old. It was like a kitchen hierarchy, and as you progressed from the salad counter, you would learn to spread butter on chapati, make the dough, and eventually roll it out. Although I enjoyed learning Indian cooking techniques, I also longed to learn about other cuisines. I didn’t want to eat curry, rice, chapati or daal every day. I was proud of my Indian heritage and at the same time felt connected to my British upbringing. After school, I watched shows like Blue Peter and Ready Steady Cook and imagined myself cooking on television.

At the age of ten, my famous dish was a vegetable lasagne, which my mother bragged about to our family members and even used as bait to entice them to visit us. It was exhilarating to create food that tasted good and was worthy of serving to others. As a teenager, I discovered the joys of eating out, and travelling, which introduced me to a world of new cuisines. At university, my flatmate was studying food science, and I found myself more interested in her course than my own economics degree. However, pursuing a career in cooking was not acceptable in my culture, so I didn’t consider my hobby a viable career option and kept it to myself.

from banker to chef’s whites

I never realized I had a ‘talent’. I thought everyone cooked, until people said to me:

‘You have flavour oozing from your fingertips.’ Gregg Wallace

‘That is a gastronomic triumph, Nisha.’ Amol Rajan

‘You’ve just cooked a restaurant-worthy dish and most chefs can’t cook fish that well.’ Nathan Outlaw

‘Boom! That is so new, refreshing and clever.’ John Torode

During my time on MasterChef, I found it difficult to accept praise like this and often appeared shocked by it. Although I didn’t emerge as the winner, looking back I believe it was a blessing not to have won. It allowed me to take in the advice and grow in confidence with my cooking. With no pressure or expectation from the public, I was able to quietly reflect on how to use my newfound knowledge of cooking.

Gregg Wallace described me as ‘the most successful non-winner MasterChef has had’.

I mean, coming from the judge, this is everything, and a powerful message that in life you don’t have to win to be a winner.

After I left MasterChef, I went back to work the next day like nothing ever happened. Holding this big secret inside, I pretended I had been off on study leave for financial exams! As I sat at my desk staring at spreadsheets, I felt my soul slowly withering away. Although my work was familiar and had been my routine for the past 17 years, I felt lost. It dawned on me that my true calling was cooking, and it was the thing that brought me genuine happiness. However, I faced a dilemma: how could I pursue my passion while balancing my well-paid job, mortgage and responsibilities as a parent? I couldn’t simply abandon everything for a pipe dream, especially since I had no other job lined up in the culinary industry. I lacked a concrete plan.

And just like that, my colleague turned around and asked: ‘Nisha, are you free next Saturday? I need a dinner party cooked for some friends at my house; can you do it?’ I immediately said yes, absolutely 100 percent, that sounds wonderful. Then afterwards I freaked out. I had no idea how to host a dinner party for 16 people! How do I prepare and transport it; what will I cook? Fast forward and somehow I managed, with the help of some friends I met on MasterChef, to create a five-course dinner party – and it was a huge success! I posted a few photos on Instagram and suddenly everyone wanted to book my dinner-party experience. Without knowing it, I had organically created a business model that I didn’t know existed! Most chefs go down the restaurant route, but with my two young sons, I didn’t want to give up my evenings with them. So, I found a way to do what I love and still be there for my family. And that is how Nisha’s Dinner Party was born!

I was living a double life – banking it up Monday to Friday and cooking up a storm nearly every other weekend in people’s homes. It was a non-stop juggling act that left me feeling drained and exhausted. After a year of being fully booked with dinner parties, I knew I couldn’t keep up this crazy pace forever. So I made the big, bold and brave decision to leave my job. It was a scary move, but also super exciting. I realized it was now or never, and I couldn’t let fear hold me back any longer. It turned out to be the best decision I ever made!

As I walked out of those Canary Wharf towers for the very last time, I felt a deep sense of freedom and fear in equal measure. The fear of failing kept me motivated to work as hard as ever.

The opportunities started to flood in, and suddenly I was busier than ever before – but I loved every single moment of it! And then, just when I thought things couldn’t get any better, my food adventure was catapulted to the next level by one person. It all started when I had the privilege of designing the dinner menu for the Soccer Aid Gala in 2019 at The Science Museum in London, thanks to a recommendation from the director of Unicef, who I had looked after at the bank. As I was busy in the kitchen, one of the waiters approached me and said that Table 21 wanted to speak with the chef. And to my surprise, it was none other than Joe Wicks! My heart raced with nervous energy, wondering what could be wrong with the food. But to my relief, Joe gushed that the food was amazing and asked where my restaurant was located. I explained that I only did dinner parties in the comfort of the client’s home.

After booking me, it took six weeks before I found myself cooking a seven-course menu at Joe’s home for him and his circle of family and friends. At that point, I wasn’t well-versed in using Instagram, while Joe was already a social media sensation. He posted a few videos of our dinner party, which caused my Instagram account to explode – my follower count skyrocketed from 5,000 to 20,000 within 24 hours. This sudden surge of attention was overwhelming, and it took me a few days to fully grasp the enormity of what had just happened.

Over time, Joe and I have become great friends, and I’ve cooked for him several times, got to know his entire family and watched his children grow up. Joe has become my mentor, and I’m inspired by his humble and hard-working attitude.

Cooking for celebrities kickstarted my career. As I catered their high-profile dinner parties, I realized how much they appreciated the privacy I provided. But more than that, they were blown away by the food I served, and the word-of-mouth recommendations started.

With my celebrity clientele increasing, I struggled to take on all the bookings. So, in the autumn of 2019, I decided to launch Nourish by Nisha, my very own café, to feed more people. It was a thrilling and enjoyable way to experience a real service kitchen, especially since it could fit perfectly into my weekday schedule while my children were at school, and left weekends for taking on private dining bookings.

The start of 2020 held so much promise and optimism for me, but the rug was abruptly pulled out from under my feet with the Covid pandemic. All the hard work I had put into building my business over the past two years came to a halt – no more private dining, no more café, no furlough, and no back-up plan. Everything ground to a standstill, leaving me without a financial safety net.

Like most people, I had to adjust to the monotony of staying home, working remotely, and homeschooling my children. But I stumbled upon something unexpected – I started recording and sharing my dinner creations with friends and family who were struggling with mealtime boredom. Encouraged by their positive responses, I began posting these tutorials online. It gave me a sense of routine and purpose as I got dressed in the morning, filmed my dishes, and edited them to make them Instagram-worthy. I was overwhelmed by the outpouring of gratitude from my followers, and it felt like my small contribution was making a difference during such a bizarre time. Through this, I built a thriving community of followers who regularly made my recipes. Before I knew it, I had grown a platform of 50,000 new followers.

My impact during that time was more than just being known for my culinary skills. People started reaching out to me with messages of gratitude like, ‘You saved my marriage,’ and ‘My children finally like noodles.’ I was moved by emotional messages too, such as, ‘Your kheema reminded me of the way my mum used to make it, before she passed away.’ It dawned on me that what I was providing was more than just food – it was comfort, joy, and cherished memories all rolled into one.

As we adapted to the ‘new normal’, my videos gradually faded away, and I began hosting more in-person events, like supper clubs. I even launched a pop-up Asian tearoom called The Secret Garden, which was inspired by the novel by Frances Hodgson Burnett. This serene garden was created to bring people together and promote healing after the tragedy of the pandemic.

With both cafés now closed, it’s given me the opportunity to write this book. And while it’s been wonderful to visit restaurants again, the period of unsociability has left me yearning for the simple pleasure of hosting people at home.

The ceremony of eating, drinking, laughing and talking makes me often say to friends: ‘Come over, I’ll cook – let’s stay home.’
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plan the perfect menu

The key components to consider when creating the menu are: numbers, time and season.

Cooking for two or twenty will definitely dictate the menu, with considerations about oven space, crockery, cutlery and the dreaded washing up! With larger numbers I tend to go for a hero centrepiece and lots of side dishes, or just one big pot of happiness and an easy dessert. You don’t have to have a three-course dinner party – gone are the days when this is an expected norm. I like doing multiple courses for my clients, but rarely do I imitate this for dinner parties at home. I’ve offered some menu plan suggestions.

I love the idea of presenting little snacks with a welcome drink while you spend the first half hour acclimatizing and catching up. A little morsel of deliciousness creates the anticipation of what’s to come and gives you some time with your guests. The main aim is to spend maximum time with them, and not in the kitchen.

I also don’t fall victim to the rule of same-cuisine symmetry. I am very happy to create something globally disjointed but one that delivers on flavour, texture and colour.

Everyone is short of time. So if you haven’t been given much notice, my fallback plan is usually a couple of warm Camemberts, crusty bread, olives and charcuterie. Dessert can be shop-bought ice cream with some crushed ginger nuts and espresso, or some sliced oranges sprinkled with cinnamon, honey and pistachios.

We shouldn’t make cooking for others such an anxious process. More times than not, they are coming to spend time with you, to soak up the atmosphere. Food is a bonus, but beautiful food does make people feel special. Once you’ve created your own rhythm of cooking for others, even just for the ones you live with, my hope is you will enjoy it.

Cooking seasonally usually helps me decide quickly what to centre my menu around. Eating this way helps keep the costs low, tastes better and there’s an abundance of the ingredients available with a lower carbon footprint. Although I do not religiously follow this mantra, when I do the food often tastes effortlessly better.

Once you have considered the numbers, time and seasons, get yourself a notepad and jot everything down.

And if that doesn’t work, ask yourself, ‘What do I fancy eating?’ Often I cook dinner out of pure greed, cravings and desire for what I want to eat, and this enthusiasm will ripple through the guests, who will all want to eat the same!




about this book

Imagine having a go-to cookbook for those special occasions when you want to cook something extraordinary – whether you’re celebrating a big milestone, having a cozy Saturday night in, or catching up with loved ones. This is the book you’ll reach for when you want to wow your mum, impress your friends, or simply enjoy a memorable meal. Say goodbye to stuffy three-course dinners with matching plates and linen napkins – the modern dinner party is all about relaxed, shared plates and snacky bits that bring people together for real-life conversations, laughter and clinking glasses. And with this cookbook, you’ll have all the inspiration you need to create unforgettable moments and make lasting memories with the people you care about most. Don’t forget to snap an obligatory selfie together to capture the moment!
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small plates & asian tapas

I rarely usher my guests straight to the dining table upon their arrival. Instead, there’s a special moment of excitement and joy as we’re reunited. I prefer to invite everyone into the kitchen, lounge or garden, where I offer a selection of drinks and we engage in lively conversation. We might enjoy a glass of Prosecco or a bottle of beer, or perhaps a special guava mocktail or rhubarb spritzer. Meanwhile, the snacks are already prepared and displayed beautifully on the kitchen counter or in the living room, waiting to delight my guests.

Even on days I haven’t got guests coming round, on weekends I enjoy creating a sense of occasion. My children are also invested in this ritual. Fizzy pop with a cocktail umbrella for them and an Aperol spritz for me signals the start of the weekend – after all, what’s more important than celebrating life for absolutely no reason at all?

Small snacks alongside a drink allow us time to unwind, setting the tone for more deliciousness ahead. Even if I haven’t made anything from scratch, just having a few bowls of nuts, crisps and olives indicates pub vibes for me. Staying in really is the new going out!

The following ideas for snacks and Asian-inspired tapas have been on my private dining menus from the very beginning. My guests get really excited when these are served; it’s the first promise of what’s to come. Some of these dishes go well with drinks, while others can be used as a starter. Even making a selection of, say, four or five, would be enough to create a table of sharing tapas. I really want you to find your own style and be creative with these ideas to build a table of happiness!




red thai arancini

Leftovers are unsung heroes. I once had sticky jasmine rice and Thai curry sauce left over, and stored in a container overnight they congealed together, taking on the characteristics of leftover risotto. Over time I have tweaked the recipe to achieve the perfect texture, and the heady taste of lemongrass and lime leaf transport me to balmy evenings at a Bangkok night market.

Makes 25

2 tbsp rapeseed (canola) oil

1 large onion, diced

5 garlic cloves, crushed

2cm (¾-inch) piece of fresh ginger, peeled and grated

1 green finger chilli, finely chopped

2 lemongrass stalks, finely chopped

275g (10oz) Arborio rice

1 tbsp red Thai curry paste

400ml (14fl oz) hot vegetable or chicken stock (or 1 stock cube dissolved in 400ml/14fl oz boiling water)

400ml (14fl oz) coconut milk

6 fresh makrut lime leaves, thinly sliced

6 spring onions (scallions), finely chopped

Small bunch of coriander (cilantro), finely chopped

Grated zest and juice of 1 lime

50g (1¾oz) Parmesan, grated

25g (1oz) butter

1 tsp caster (superfine) sugar

1 litre (34fl oz/4¼ cups) vegetable oil, for deep-frying

Salt, to taste

Sriracha mayo, to serve

Thai basil leaves (or coriander/cilantro if you don’t have basil), to garnish

To assemble and cook

75g (2½oz) plain (all-purpose) flour

2 eggs, beaten

120g (4oz) panko breadcrumbs

1 tsp each of black and white sesame seeds

Heat the rapeseed oil in a pan, add the onion and sweat over a medium heat for about 5 minutes, until translucent but not browned. Add the garlic, ginger, chilli and lemongrass and cook for a minute until fragrant. Add the rice and stir to ensure each grain is coated in oil and aromatics. Now add the curry paste and cook for a minute, ensuring each grain is coated.

In a separate pan, combine the hot stock and coconut milk; it should be warm, so gently heat if not. A ladleful at a time, add the liquid to the rice pan, stirring and letting each addition absorb before adding the next, until all the liquid has been absorbed and the rice is al dente. Add the lime leaves, spring onions, coriander, lime zest and juice, Parmesan, butter and sugar, and mix well. Season to taste with salt. Transfer to a wide baking tray and refrigerate for at least 4 hours, or overnight.

Place the flour, beaten eggs and breadcrumbs in 3 separate bowls. Add the sesame seeds to the breadcrumbs and mix well. It’s useful to use weighing scales to ensure uniform arancini, although you can do it by eye. Divide the risotto into 25 equal portions, each about the size of a golf ball or weighing 40g (1½oz), and roll into balls. It helps to refrigerate for at least an hour before breadcrumbing. Dip each ball in the flour, then the egg, and finally the breadcrumbs. Transfer to a tray and set aside.

Heat the vegetable oil in a deep-fat fryer or in a large, heavy-based saucepan (making sure it comes no more than halfway up the sides) until it reads 170°C (338°F) on a cooking thermometer, or a small piece of bread dropped into the oil turns golden brown in 45 seconds. In batches, lower the risotto balls into the oil and deep-fry for 6–8 minutes, or until golden brown. Remove with a slotted spoon to a tray lined with kitchen paper. If you are not serving straight away, they can be reheated in a 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4 oven for 10–12 minutes.

Serve the arancini with a touch of sriracha mayo and a Thai basil leaf. Serve as a sharing platter, or 3 each as a starter.
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nori tostadas with tajín

Something very exciting happens when you fry rice paper: it puffs up like a poppadom with the most extraordinary texture. The nori tostada is the one you pull out to impress… looks fancy but it’s deceptively very simple. Another make-ahead dish that can be quickly assembled in front of your guests, this little crunchy morsel definitely has the wow factor.

Makes 16 mini tacos

4 sheets of nori seaweed

4 large round sheets of rice paper

500ml (17fl oz/generous 2 cups) vegetable oil, for deep-frying

150g (5¼oz) drained canned sweetcorn

2 spring onions (scallions), finely chopped

½ avocado, finely diced

2 tbsp mayonnaise

Squeeze of lime juice

1 tbsp tajín seasoning (or 1 tsp chilli flakes)

To garnish

Nigella seeds

Coriander (cilantro) cress (or finely chopped coriander)

Start by taking one nori








bombay beetroot bubble




Makes 20–25












To garnish













sea bass roti tacos


Makes 20 mini tacos

For the taco dough







For the pakora











For the salsa





















japanese asparagus fritti


Serves 4






For the batter







For the yuzu mayo dip (optional)












crispy tofu pancakes


Makes 10






To serve














chilli paneer dumplings



Makes 30













To serve















kimchi pakoras with gochujang yogurt


Makes about 20












For the dipping yogurt













lamb gyoza-samosa


Makes about 25






For the filling


























edamame & truffle gyoza


Makes 12–14










For the dipping sauce
















spicy teriyaki blistered padrón & edamame


Serves 4




For the spicy teriyaki sauce
















sweet potato & cumin wontons


Makes 20–25














For the dressing














malaysian jackfruit coconut curry puffs with apple chutney


Makes 8

















To glaze and coat














bombay crab crumpets with avocado chutney & poppadom crumbs


Serves 6

























crispy potato maru bhajia



Serves 4























sesame halloumi with chilli honey


Serves 4
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