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This book (and its partner website cookinginajiffy.com) is dedicated to my dearest mother who loves not only cooking but also experimenting with food. Despite being a working mother (she is actually a very senior Indian Administrative Service officer), she is an ardent believer in the philosophy that kitchens should be a happy place for families. She is the sole reason behind the good health and well-being of our entire family. I still remember as a two-year old child, when my mother would be in the kitchen, I would sit on the floor and in a spirit of togetherness, take a toy wok, put in it all the peels of vegetables and stir them feverishly imitating my mother. 

Unlike most fathers who would leave their wives to cook food while sitting and watching television, I have seen my father, who too is coincidentally a  very senior Indian Administrative Service officer, helping my mother in washing and cutting vegetables, kneading dough and so on, especially in the days when we didn’t have reliable domestic help. This often resulted in meals being cooked from scratch within 30 minutes. And the bonus was that cooking time came to be always celebrated, as family time, with lots of cutting, washing, steaming and frying going on side by side with such planning, co-ordination, and sequencing of operations that would put a Mission to Mars to shame! I, therefore, dedicate this book to my father too, who even now takes time off to “advise” me on what my book should focus on, and sometimes even gives editing suggestions.

To reiterate, dear readers, please note that the recipes compiled in this book (as well as the ones posted on its partner website cookinginajiffy.com/) belong to my mother. She is the original author of all the recipes and NOT ME. I have simply put these out in the public domain to enable others to understand and follow our philosophy of cooking, if they so wish. 

I next dedicate this book (and website) to all my friends, relatives and acquaintances who have sampled my mom’s cooking either at my home or at my work place from my lunch-box and have pestered me to share those recipes. 

Finally, I wish to express my gratitude to all those visitors, fans and followers to my website cookinginajiffy.com as well as to my Facebook and Twitter pages and for their really encouraging comments and constructive suggestions that have not only kept my morale high in some really frustrating times but have also resulted into the writing of this book.
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I: My Story—Why I Had to Learn How to Boil an Egg and Do Much More
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I was 20 years old and was literally on cloud nine. I had an offer for admission into the prestigious BA (LLB) Honours course of the University College London (UCL), one of the top most Universities in the world. For studying my dream course of Law, with a degree that is “recognized” in India, there just couldn’t be a greater place.

Like any other happy go lucky man, I didn't know cooking. This is not considered a “life threatening disease” because at home, in India, cooking is mostly done by domestic help. They were generally trained by my mother into churning out the kind of dishes that we liked. My mother had learnt some cooking from her mother. But she loved reading cookbooks, downloading recipes from various websites, and experimenting with various cuisines. Many times she would even experiment with nouvelle cuisine that she would come across in a fancy restaurant abroad. 

UCL had a wide variety of accommodation. Most of them were self-catered and only two were catered halls. Since I didn’t know any cooking, I exercised extraordinary care to opt for only catered halls in the application form and crossed out all the non-catered or self-catered options. After a couple of months, I was informed, to my great relief, that my application for a catered hall was SUCCESSFUL. I was allocated Ifor Evans, a Hall Of Residence, located in Camden Town. 

Came 20 September 2005 and I landed at London Heathrow after a gruelling nine-hour non-stop flight from India. Immediately I had to get into an extremely long queue for immigration. It was 6:00 in the evening (which was 11.30 pm by Indian Standard time). 

My turn at the immigration counter came after about an hour. I handed over my passport and caught a furtive glance at the form that the Immigration Officer was scribbling on. My heart did skip a beat or two because the form had such ominous choices as “Arrest Him”; “Deport Him” and so on. The officer, however, had just a cursory look at my documents and instead of asking any tricky questions, congratulated me for doing such a great job by gaining admission at UCL. Then he remarked that since this meant that I would be spending more than six months in the UK, I needed to see a doctor. I was puzzled. After all, it did sound like that if you planned to be spending more than six months in the UK, and that too during the winters, you certainly needed to get your head examined by a doctor at the Heathrow airport!!!

Anyway, I had no option but to join another long queue, this time outside the Heathrow Medical Services office. I saw students, mostly from countries in the Far East, India, Africa and South American countries, waiting patiently for their turn. I soon learnt that it was not my head but my chest that interested them. This was going to be x-rayed to diagnose whether any of us students from the developing part of the world was suffering from tuberculosis! 

It was then that I suddenly remembered the advice of one of my friends, who had studied in London before, to bring along a recent chest x-ray. This seemed strange to me but nevertheless, I had got my chest x-rayed in India. As I was unaware of what was going to happen to me at London Heathrow airport, I had packed that x-ray carefully in my checked-in baggage. That was certainly a BIG mistake.

I soon learnt with trepidation that if you didn't have an x-ray of your chest when you arrived in the United Kingdom, you had to be x-rayed right there and then at the Airport. And this process could take up to 5-7 hours as the queue would be very long. I really cursed myself for not having kept the chest x-ray readily accessible in my hand baggage. 

Anyway, when my turn came and that too after an hour and a half, I was asked by the Medical Services officer whether I ever had a chest x-ray done. I told her that I was carrying a chest x-ray from my home country but that was unfortunately in my checked-in baggage. Instead of scowling or scolding, the Doctor to my relief was actually very helpful. She immediately gave me a card, so that I could access my checked-in baggage at the Baggage Reclaim. I quickly ran to that area and located my baggage. 

It appeared to be in a reasonably good condition, except for the very strong tape all-around it that the Indian airport security had put in routine to probably dissuade anyone planning to slip in a bomb or two in my luggage. The problem was that you needed something sharp like a knife to cut through that tape, and you can’t carry any such sharp instrument in your hand baggage. Quite a Catch-22 situation, I must say. The only “sharp” thing I appeared to have in my possession were my luggage keys. So I had no option but to use those suitcase keys to patiently saw through the tape to reach my x-ray. I then rushed back to the Medical officer who after seeing my x-ray finally let me go. I later learnt that the British Government was, on an average, spending GBP 100 on each such x-ray at Heathrow, and was mighty pleased to save that much expenditure of the Government right after my arrival.

A friend had already come to pick me up from the airport. He too had been patiently waiting for nearly three hours. I was constantly in touch with him (thanks to the wonders of mobile telephony), as well as with my parents in India who just couldn’t sleep with tension. Ifor Evans was another 45 minutes’ drive from the London Heathrow airport. 

When I checked in at Ifor Evans, the security guard (there was no reception at 10 o' clock in the night in any case, plus it was also a Sunday) just handed me the keys to my room with a catalogue of information (such as life at UCL or living in London). I was so exhausted that I could barely make it to my bed and crashed. 

The next morning, still groggy and jet lagged, I couldn’t first recall why I was in such a strange and unfamiliar place. After taking a shower and changing into fresh clothes, I decided to look for the Dining Room but didn’t know where it was. I had only seen the building during night time and knew that I was on the third floor. Now I had to figure a way out, quite like the way prisoners try to escape from medieval dungeons in Hollywood movies. 

I finally managed to get out of the building and followed my nose to the wafting smell of frying eggs to the Dining Room. And then my world, along with all my “due diligence” in finding me a catered Hall of Residence came crashing down. Yes, I had come to the right Dining Room, in the Ifor Evans Hall. Yes, breakfast was still being served. But, no, I couldn’t have it. Why??? God, I had already passed my immigration and x-ray tests and was willing to get my head examined too. But no, the kind souls in the Dining Room were not willing to relent. The dining room was open at Ifor Evans only for tourists, and NOT for lowly creatures like students. Why? Because the UCL Autumn Term had officially not begun. Ok, charge me extra, I pleaded. No, I was told very clearly that students were not allowed to eat at the dining room even if they were willing to pay extra. Why? Because the caterers had not planned for that exigency. 

But as international students, I tried to resubmit my case, we were specifically asked to arrive a week in advance before the commencement of the First Term which was at the end of September. This was meant to settle international students well before the start of their respective courses. That may be fine, I was answered. However, no meals were to be served during that one week period because the Hall of Residence staff was technically on leave as the term had not begun. 

As a budding lawyer, I had just lost my first case.

And with this my rites of passage in the Find Me a Meal ritual in the Wonderland of Cooking had just begun. 
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II: Taking Baby Steps In To The Wonderland Of Cooking
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Angry and confused, and suffering from terrible hunger pangs because the last meal that the airlines had served me was some 18 hours back, I had no option but to hit the streets. The friendly lady at the Reception told me that Camden Town was bustling with delis and eating out options. After wandering about for some 500 meters, I found a small supermarket express, with its signboard, shining from a distance, the same way as a ship looking for land may spot a lighthouse. 

The express shop had a wide variety of sandwiches on offer. After going through the various options, I decided to go for a Tuna sandwich. I also ordered a cup of coffee. That will be 4 Pounds, the cashier said. I gulped with astonishment. 4 Pounds meant 320 Indian Rupees—-which could get me sandwich and coffee in the canteen of my old college in Delhi for at least 20 days! 

There was nothing great about the sandwiches. They were soulless and tasted “plasticky”, if you know what I mean. But at least they were convenient. For lunch, I decided to visit a nearby deli. It served decent Panini but that was much more expensive than the sandwiches. The difference was that at least I got something warm to eat. This went on for a full week till I was allowed entry into the Dining Room of Ifor Evans. I thus had to survive on all kinds of sandwiches, tortillas, wraps and salads (various kinds of pasta and egg salads with mayonnaise, lettuce, mustard, etc.) for this entire miserable period. I was getting poorer and poorer and was missing my home food terribly.

Coming back to my room, I would open up all my Guide Books and plough through the instructions. When I went through the fine print, I realized to my horror that all UCL catered halls had ONE RULE (perhaps like most other colleges in the University of London and various other Universities in the United Kingdom, but unlike any “catered” college in India). And can you guess what that rule could be??????????

The rule was that all meals were provided EXCEPT LUNCHES ON ALL DAYS AND ALL MEALS ON WEEKENDS. That meant going back to the dreaded sandwiches and salads for the lunches and the weekends. I couldn’t bear the thought. 

One of the Guide Books somewhat helpfully suggested that international students should learn cooking before arriving in Britain. Back in India, I had once tried to learn cooking some Indian dishes like rice and dal (lentils) in my spare time but noticed that both these preparations required a pressure cooker. I couldn't carry a pressure cooker to the UK for the simple reason that there is a limitation on how much weight you can carry in your luggage in an airline. 

Another reason was that I had to carry my bedding (minus the mattress thankfully!) along with my clothes, especially winter clothes. This was because Ifor Evans had given us two options: either carry your own
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