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Dedication

For Ammu and Abbu – for everything.

And for AK and ZL – so that you know our story and carry it with pride.
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Author’s Note

Lessons in Love and Jackfruit

Ammu and Abbu have come to visit. I have just given birth to my baby daughter, thousands of miles away from the small town in northern England where I was born and raised, and where my parents reside to this day.

They have made the twenty-four-hour journey to Zimbabwe, where I currently live with my husband and our two young children. My parents have become accustomed to visiting us in far-flung places. Since getting married, Avi and I have spent the entirety of our thirties – so far – living in eastern and southern Africa. Our children have lived almost their whole lives on this continent – the third continent that has been called ‘home’ in as many generations of my family.

The tides of migration have taken our bloodline from Asia to Europe, and now, most recently, to Africa. My grandparents were all born in Bengal, my mother and I in Britain, and now the newest addition to our family will call Zimbabwe her birthplace.

Ammu and Abbu have come to spend time with their grandchildren, and to take care of Avi and me as we adjust to life with a small baby again. In the three weeks that they are here, my mother cooks food from my childhood, washes up, and gives advice on how I can cook my rice so that it is fluffier (I am short of a cup of water she says; I try her suggestion of adding one extra – she’s right, and I marvel all over again at how often Ammu really does know best). My father does all the food shopping in farmers’ markets, supermarkets, and even from street vendors.

In a way known only to my parents – who have a talent for doing this wherever they are in the world – they have discovered a food seller in the suburbs of Harare who deals in jackfruit – or kathal as it is known in Bangla (pronounced ‘ka-tal’ – with a hard emphasis on the ‘t’ sound). It is fair to say that they are beside themselves with excitement.

Jackfruit is the national fruit of Bangladesh. Having only gained independence in 1971, Bangladesh has an official national everything – perhaps to help cement its identity as a very new country. The Royal Bengal tiger is, of course, the national animal. The national flower is the shapla or waterlily, which appears on many emblems. There is a national fish (ilish/hilsa), a national tree (aam/mango), a national bird (doel/Oriental magpie-robin), and so on. But of all its national symbols, the jackfruit is the most unique and the most loved.

Getting hold of jackfruit is a full-time hobby of most diaspora Bangladeshis. It is a fruit that grows only in tropical climates and is difficult to transport, so its scarcity adds to its appeal. Ammu and Abbu are delighted by the prospect of buying this fruit that reminds them of home – or one of their homes – or a place they used to think of as home.

They meet the vendor at his permanent spot outside the Lucky Elephant Chinese restaurant and casino (unconfirmed rumours of a bordello in the complex also abound: a detail I keep from my parents). The jackfruit is closely examined, tapped, and sniffed. It passes the inspection. Abbu learns that the jackfruit comes all the way from Zanzibar; a discovery that makes sense as the fruit is common to all coastal regions of the Indian ocean. He takes the vendor’s name and number and passes it on to my husband, ensuring that we now have a direct source to as much jackfruit as we could wish for.

Ammu and Abbu proudly return home with the gigantic fruit. Weighing anywhere between 5 and 30 kilograms, and clad in a spiky, leathery skin, jackfruit is not a low-effort food. Preparing it is a literal labour of love. It is also particularly messy: the milky sap is stubborn and hard to wash off, so plastic sheets are laid down to protect the table on which we will carve this enormous fruit. Only cheap, sturdy knives are used, and the blades are well oiled to protect against the stickiness. Customarily, a person will oil their beard or moustache before eating the fruit to make it easier to wash off the syrupy juice that would inevitably cling to the face.

My parents make it an event, a celebration. My son is called over to watch the proceedings. I am instructed to take photographs from every angle. Containers are prepared – some old ice cream tubs and takeaway containers (nothing precious) – so we can share the bounty with friends and neighbours. Eagerly, we watch as the fleshy yellow segments are peeled away, ready to eat immediately. The fat seeds inside are removed, to be dried and cooked later.

It is the best jackfruit I have ever had. I enjoy it so much that I eat it standing in front of the fridge, right out of the plastic storage boxes. There is something restorative about it – it feels like medicine, nourishing and healing my postpartum body and soul with every mouthful. I make the rookie mistake of telling Ammu that I loved the kathal, although I am not aware of the full consequences of my actions until later that week, when she and Abbu delightedly walk into the house carrying not one, not two, but three entire jackfruit. Instead of gratitude, my poor parents are met with a meltdown. Where am I meant to put these three gigantic fruits? When will we have time to prepare them? Who will eat them?

I am reminded of Ammu’s fury when Abbu would bring home extra canisters of cooking oil that were on sale, or multiple crates of lychees in season, and she would complain about not having anywhere to store it all. Even as a child, I knew that this was not the right response to what was a gesture of love. I see Ammu and Abbu looking crestfallen and I feel ashamed.

Later that evening, while cuddling my baby girl, I think more about how we express our affection. I grew up feeling a little envious of my English friends whose families freely and regularly told each other ‘I love you’. Instead, Bangladeshi families like ours choose to demonstrate it. And the way we know best is through food. I think about the generations who lived before us, who loved one another the same way we do, and who showed it in the same way. Through peeling and cutting fruit for their children, or selecting the choicest fish at the market to welcome a returning relative, or ensuring that a guest’s preferred paan is available when they come to visit.

Across three different continents and multiple generations, food is the love language that we share. It is the thread that binds us to our histories and our futures – a testament to where we come from, and the hope of where we are going.

I dedicate this book to Ammu and Abbu who taught me so much, especially lessons in love and jackfruit.








The Story Begins

A Brief History
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My ancestral connection to Britain – like that of all Bengalis – began with colonialism. Long before any of my forebears set foot onto the so-called ‘green and pleasant land’, their fates and futures were tied into the British Empire.

The British first arrived in the Indian subcontinent in the early 1600s and ruled in different forms: firstly through the East India Company until 1858, and later through the Crown until 1947 – the era popularly known as ‘the Raj’. While the Raj remains evocative in the popular British psyche – a reminder of the days when Britain was ‘Great’ – these centuries of imperialism were by no means benign.

As with other parts of the Empire, Bengal and the rest of India suffered greatly under colonialism, with an estimated $45 trillion being plundered from India by the British during colonial rule. India endured wrongs that include, but are not limited to: repressive political control, violent suppression, forced migration, indentured labour, and famine. Bengal, in particular, was subjected to successive famines that were exacerbated by the actions of imperialists, including Winston Churchill who, in response to the 1943 Bengal Famine that claimed the lives of three million people, declared that it was the Indians’ own fault for ‘breeding like rabbits’. My father was born just five years after that famine.

It ought to have been obvious that people from these ransacked colonies would eventually seek opportunity elsewhere – namely, in Britain – the supposed land of plenty. But instead, the imperialists recoiled in horror as their former colonial subjects – my grandfather among them – began arriving on Britain’s shores.

Instead of recognising immigration as being a reasonable, even predictable, response to centuries’ worth of theft and exploitation, the issue continues to be cynically exploited by the media and political parties across the spectrum. As a result, the language, policies, and general attitude towards immigrants and their descendants is often negative – even hateful – in British popular discourse. But it is impossible to have an honest conversation about immigration in the UK today without recognising the stories of families such as mine – how and why we came to live in Britain, and how our right to exist here is as old as the empire itself.

My maternal grandfather, Habib Ullah, was just one of the thousands of economic migrants from the Commonwealth who came to England in the latter half of the twentieth century. Together with his wife, Fatima Begum, they made England their home and went on to have seven children, fourteen grandchildren, and – to date – four great-grandchildren.

The stories in this book are ours, but similar tales exist in many families like ours whose journeys have taken them across oceans and lands, in search of security, safety, and success. In most cases, these early pioneers managed to realise their ambitions but at a great cost. Migrants and their descendants faced loneliness, fear, rejection, abuse, physical harm, and – in extreme cases – even paid with their lives, for daring to come to Britain. A fact that remains as true today as it did when Habib arrived.

Families like mine have been asked to prove and explain our legitimacy over and over again. We’ve endured accusations of not ‘integrating’, we’ve been subjected to ‘cricket tests’ to ascertain our loyalty, we’ve been overlooked in education and employment, been subjected to increased scrutiny in every part of life. There comes a point when it is tiresome to have to explain; to teach others what they should already know, but what the curriculum deliberately obfuscates: the real face of empire, colonisation and migration.

I wanted to chronicle our tale for the sake of my own children. Not to justify our existence to the wider British society but to record and celebrate, recognize and validate, ourselves and those who came before us. There are many lenses through which I could tell our story – but narrating it through what we eat feels the most natural of all. Food is the most visceral aspect to the human experience: the most basic of needs, which carries with it so much meaning in terms of tradition, culture, and experience. It is the most tangible connection to our past: what we cook and how we eat is the thread we hold on to even when all other forms of cultural identity – language, dress, art – may fade with time. And it is often the gentlest, most inviting entry point to connect with our heritage, while also being the most powerful. The one we can experience with every one of our senses.

And so, through food, I will tell you a tale. A tale of family and food. Of migration and memory. Of deepest sorrow and tenderest joy. Of who we were, who we are, and who we will continue to be.

These are The Jackfruit Chronicles.










The Family Tree

There are many characters in this story. All of whom are real. Some appear just once, others recur, and some – those detailed in the tree below – are the people through which this chronicle is narrated.
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A Note on Geography
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In this book I use the terms Bengali, Bangladeshi, and Sylheti, depending on which best suits the context.

Bengal is a historic, cultural, linguistic, and geographic region that has ancient roots dating as far back as 700 BCE. When the British finally ‘quit India’ in 1947, they bisected historic Bengal. The state of West Bengal went to India. East Bengal was re-branded as ‘East Pakistan’ until 1971, when it became the independent country of Bangladesh following the nine-month Bangladesh War of Independence. Consequently, ‘Bangladeshi’ refers specifically to the country of Bangladesh, whereas ‘Bengali’ can be taken either to mean West Bengal only, or – confusingly – the whole region, including Bangladesh. ‘Sylheti’ refers to the north-eastern district of Bangladesh where the majority of British–Bangladeshis, including my family, come from. Sylhet has a distinct cultural identity, including its own dialect and written script. Today, Sylhet lies within the geographic borders of Bangladesh, but at other points in history has fallen between the shifting boundaries of India and Pakistan.

As my uncle, Aman Ullah, eloquently put it: ‘I was born in this village when it was India. During my childhood, it became East Pakistan. As an adult, I saw it become Bangladesh. I have lived in three different countries, never having moved from this piece of land.’








About Bengali Food

Flavours and Ingredients


Eat with hands

Eat with others

Eat with joy



Food is synonymous with affection and hospitality in Bengali culture. It is rare to visit any Bengali house and be permitted to leave without having sampled at least one form of hot, fried snack with tea or a plate of cut fruit. Most of the time, visitors will be cajoled into staying for a full meal.

This typically consists of rice served with many different dishes that are consumed in a particular order – milder foods such as lightly sautéed vegetables, dal, and fish first, followed by heavier curries such as chicken, lamb or beef and, finally, the hottest and sourest dishes are served as a sort of palate-cleanser. Not all meals are rounded off with something sweet, but often fresh fruit is served to guests, with more sugary, milkier desserts offered on special occasions.

The essentials in Bengali cooking are summarised perfectly by the popular phrase: ‘maach-e bath-e Bangali’, which translates to ‘fish and rice makes a Bengali’. These staples form the heart of any meal, supported by lentils and fresh vegetables. Key flavour notes include mustard oil, which brings a punchy note to dishes, as well as limes for acidity, chilli for heat, and leafy coriander for freshness.

There are some distinctive geographical differences. Chitrita Banerji notes in her book Bengali Cooking that Bangladeshis accuse West Bengalis of being overly fond of adding sugar to savoury dishes, while West Bengalis find the Bangladeshi use of spices to be heavy-handed.

While British readers may believe themselves to be familiar with ‘Bangladeshi’ food – with many of the nation’s curry houses being owned by Bangladeshis – regrettably, these restaurants rarely serve the kind of food that would be eaten at home.

Bangladeshi cooking doesn’t require any specific equipment – an averagely stocked kitchen with a range of pans, a couple of good knives, and perhaps an electric hand blender, is sufficient. However, a modern invention that I can no longer live without is my electric rice cooker, which is essential if, as is the case for most Bangladeshis, rice is consumed daily.

In the old days in rural Bangladesh most housewives would purchase their pots and pans from travelling salesmen who went from village to village selling metal korai (heavy-based frying pans), kolshi (water urns), as well as colanders, plates, bowls and beakers. Earthenware utensils were also popular, particularly as storage jars for water and cooking pots. A sheel bata – a stone slab and grinder – was another kitchen essential, used to pound spices, garlic, ginger and onions into a paste. The heavy grindstone took considerable effort to wield and has now mostly been replaced by electric or mechanical grinders, small counter-top pestles and mortars, and hand blenders.

Instead of hand-held knives, a curved floor-standing knife called a da or boti is used. The blades are of legendary sharpness and require great skill to use. An expert is able to use one blade for a variety of tasks – from peeling potatoes, to gutting and scaling fish, and even slicing vegetables into tiny matchsticks.

This book makes no claims about being the definitive authority on Bengali or Bangladeshi cuisine. It is a collection of recipes that we make in our British–Bangladeshi family that reflects both traditional Sylheti home-style cooking, as well as innovations that come from our lives and experiences in the diaspora – who we have met, where we have been – all of which shapes the food that we cook, eat and love.








Essential ingredients

Bengali cuisine relies on a few key staples which are easily available from most supermarkets or specialist food shops - and well worth adding to your pantry.

Store cupboard staples

Ghee

Golden, soft, buttery ghee is used in sweet and savoury dishes alike. A dollop of ghee always elevates celebration recipes, adding richness and aroma. Most supermarkets in the UK will have it in the ridiculously named ‘world foods’ aisle – and it will definitely be cheaper in an Asian supermarket than in a health food shop, even though it’s all the same stuff (don’t be taken in by ‘wellness’ marketing).

Lentils

Another ingredient with countless varieties. Red lentils, also called moshur or masoor dal, are my preferred choice because they cook quickly without the need for a pressure cooker, and they don’t need pre-soaking before being added to recipes. Other types of dal that are popular in Bengali cuisine include chana dal (yellow chickpea) and moog dal (mung beans).

Mustard oil

Terrifyingly, a lot of mustard oil available in the UK has the warning ‘FOR EXTERNAL USE ONLY’ emblazoned across it. The reasons behind this are somewhat murky: a deliciously dangerous combination of vegetable oil lobbies (yes, really) and controversial scientific research based on rats rather than humans. But as other Bengali foodie writers, including Mallika Basu, have pointed out: vast swathes of the world have been consuming mustard oil for generations and seem all the better for it. If you are able to get hold of some good-quality, fit for human consumption mustard oil, then do – it is worth it. It gives a spicy, punchy taste and aroma to certain dishes, especially bhortas (mashed vegetables) and fish dishes, but do use it sparingly as it can be overpowering.

OTHER COOKING OILS

There are a plethora of oils on the market, each one promising to be more healthy than the next. For general cooking and deep frying, I prefer a neutral flavoured oil such as sunflower or corn oil and tend to avoid generic ‘vegetable’ oils. I have recently made the switch to avocado oil in the hope that it is healthier - but it is certainly pricier. Wherever I have stated ‘sunflower oil’ in these recipes, feel free to substitute whichever neutral flavoured oil you prefer.

Rice

There are many different varieties of rice – from the popular basmati, to kalojeera – also known as ‘baby basmati’ due to its shorter grain, and binni or birun chal – or sticky rice. But the important thing is to use the right rice for the right job. American long-grain rice is an affront to the genre, especially the par-boiled stuff. White basmati rice of a good quality is the most reliable option, which is what I have used for the recipes in this book, unless otherwise stated. If you want to use brown basmati rice, remember that it uses much more water and takes longer to cook. Rice flour and ground rice sound similar but are very distinct and used in different ways. Where the recipes call for rice flour, such as for making ruti (here), make sure to use the powdery, fine-milled flour that has the same texture as wheat flour. For pitha, make sure to use ground rice, which is coarser in texture a little like fine polenta or semolina.

Salt

Bengali cooking is not the place for flavoured, fancy smoked salts, or salts with large crystals. Fine, free-flowing table salt is best: I find cooking salt is far too strong – sometimes even acrid. And iodised salt belongs in the bin. My preferred brand is good old Saxa table salt in its gloriously chubby red cylinder.

Spices

A Bengali spice box will include, as a minimum: turmeric, coriander (ground and whole seeds), cumin (ground and whole seeds), mustard seeds, chilli powder, green cardamom, bay leaves, cassia bark (whole cinnamon can be used as an alternative but it will lack the distinct spiciness that cassia offers). Some masala (spice) mixes are also used: the most common being garam masala, which is readily available in most supermarkets, although you can also make your own if you really feel the need (I do not). I also use tandoori masala – but only the packet ground mix; don’t be tempted to use the paste found in jars as it can be too strong. The most distinctively Bengali spice blend, though, is panch puron.


A special note on panch puron

Panch puron also known as Bengali five-spice, is an aromatic seed mix of fenugreek, nigella, cumin, black mustard, and fennel – sometimes celery – seeds. This can be found pre-mixed in any Asian supermarket and is the quickest route to achieving the distinctive fragrant, sweet, almost pickle-like flavour unique to Bengali cooking. If you can’t get hold of panch puron in supermarkets or online, then use an equal mix of any of its component spices.



Fresh ingredients

Chillies

Long, green finger chillies are perfect for everyday use, being neither unreasonably hot, nor a waste of time. smooth-skinned fresh jalapeños are better than nothing, but are generally better suited to other cuisines. Fresh Thai bird’s eye chillies are fantastic but use with caution. Small dried red chillies are often used in dals and curry dishes with meat. The iconic Naga chilli is hugely popular in Bangladeshi cooking and is mindblowingly hot. You can buy pre-prepared Naga chilli pickle under the inspired brand-name ‘Mr Naga’ from most Asian grocery shops. It is absolutely wonderful on pretty much anything, but the scent alone will make your eyes water. I like to use a few drops on jacket potatoes or even pizza.

Coriander

Not just for garnish! Coriander adds scent and flavour to dishes. Use the stalks and the leaves. I am always horrified when so many cooks discard the stalks – unlike parsley, coriander stalks are tender and add extra crunch and freshness to dishes.

Fish

This category is subdivided into choto maach (little fish) and boro maach (big fish), which are treated as two distinct food groups and cooked in different ways. Small fish such as mokha, puti and kechki – similar to fresh anchovies, whiting, and sprats – are often cooked either in a sour broth known as tok, tenga or khatta, or can be coated in flour, turmeric, and chilli before being deep-fried until crispy. Larger fish include ilish (hilsa), which is also prized for its delicious roe, and rohu and katla (varieties of carp), which are fleshy white firm fish that can be simmered in a curry with tomatoes and green chilli or fried with crispy onions. Fish are also categorized according to the waters where they breed: freshwater fish, such as koi (climbing perch), are found in the many rivers that criss-cross the land or are reared in family ponds known as pukurs. Saltwater fish found in the Bay of Bengal include rupchanda (pomfret), as well as prawns, lobster, and other sea fish.

Garlic and ginger

This dynamic duo creates the aromatic base for virtually every Bengali recipe. I always favour using the fresh versions of both and crushing, grating, or finely chopping as required. Pre-prepared jars are readily available, but I often find that they can be a bit vinegary due to the preservatives used, which can also alter the taste of the final dish. For some recipes, such as when meat is being marinated, this matters less – in those cases I have stipulated where shop-bought jars of garlic and ginger paste may be used instead.

Greens

Leaves or greens, known as shak, are a subsection of vegetables in their own right and make an appearance at almost every meal. Spinach, kale, and chard are all considered shak – as well as varieties more specific to Bangladesh, including nali shak (jute leaves, which are also popular in Egypt), and lai shak, or peppery mustard leaves. The tops of certain vegetables, including gourd (lau) and potatoes, also fall into the category of shak.

Limes

There are so many types of limes used in Bengali cookery: from thin-skinned ones with lots of juice, to varieties where the skin is thicker and eaten for the citrusy, slightly bitter taste. Lime wedges are often served as an accompaniment to a meal alongside whole green chillies.

Meat

Known as mangsho or gosht, the most popular meats in Bangladesh are lamb, mutton, goat and beef, although the latter is avoided by Hindus. Popular ways to enjoy meat include slow-cooked curries where the meat is cooked on the bone, as well as minced to make kebabs and koftas, or cooked as keema.

Poultry

In rural areas, most families rear chickens and sometimes ducks for both eggs and meat. Home-reared chickens who have lived a long life happily scratching around in the dirt are known as ‘bura murghi’– literally, ‘old chicken’. They taste delicious, although their age means they are tougher and require longer cooking. Poultry is generally cooked without the skin and is preferred on the bone for a deeper flavour. For these recipes, do try and use organic, free-range chicken if you possibly can – it really does taste so much better. And ethically reared chickens are increasingly available for those who observe halal dietary laws. Some recipes given here call for a chicken to be cut into 16 pieces – this is commonly available at Asian butchery counters, but to achieve this at home, simply take a whole jointed chicken and cut into 4 pieces, then each piece into half, and then half again. This makes a chicken go much further and works especially well in a curry.

Vegetables

Shobji is the generic word for vegetables and includes everything from squashes (khodu) and gourds, to different types of beans, aubergines, tomatoes, cabbage, and more. Vegetables are sautéed to make what is called a bazi or bhaja – meaning ‘fried’. These stir-fries are not to be confused with the deep-fried bhajis found in British Indian restaurants. A mixed vegetable dish known as niramish – literally meaning ‘without protein’ – takes slightly different forms depending on where in Bengal you are: in Kolkata it is vegetables cooked without onion or garlic; in Dhaka it is a vegetable curry with a jhol or gravy; and in Sylhet, it is a drier, stir-fried dish. The common concept across all forms, however, is a little like the French ratatouille, where the aim is to use up the best fresh vegetables available.

A note on cooking

There is a fine balance between cooking guidance and cooking instruction. Personally, I prefer the former: I feel trusted as a cook when a recipe allows me a little leeway. It also means that I pay more attention when a recipe is firm on certain details, as I recognize that these are the non-negotiable components. At the same time, I understand that there are those who are comforted by prescriptiveness in the kitchen. As such, I have attempted to appease both camps when creating these recipes: giving the essential instructions, but detailing where substitutions or alternatives can be used.

Of course, this is much easier to transmit in person rather than on the page. But in lieu of a warm kitchen and a watchful eye, I can only offer my readers this note on how to approach the recipes in this book:

Measurements

You must keep in mind the Bengali art of ‘antaz’, which is cooking ‘by eye’ or informed approximation. This means that the recipes in this book came to me in a language of estimation that I have attempted to convert into set measures. My advice would be to follow the recipe as close to the letter as possible the first time you try it, and then on subsequent attempts, feel free to make your own adjustments to advised quantities of salt and spices to suit your own taste.

Cooking temperatures

Those provided for oven temperatures are for a fan oven. Personally, I have never adjusted temperatures for a conventional oven and have never noticed the difference – but you know your own oven best. Where I have given instructions for something to be cooked on the hob on ‘high’, ‘medium’, or ‘low’ temperatures, again, use your own understanding of your hob – keeping in mind that electric hobs are harder to adjust temperatures and take longer to heat up and cool down.

All recipes are scalable – up or down – but exercise some discretion

Using twice the amount of chicken will require twice the amount of onions, for example, but may not require exactly double the amount of chilli – and certainly not twice the cooking time. If in doubt, add seasonings in increments and taste and adjust accordingly.

Serving sizes given here assume that the dish will be the only thing served, alongside an accompaniment of rice, if applicable. But because Bengali meals typically consist of about three or four different dishes, as well as rice, these numbers will invariably stretch to accommodate more diners. It’s sometimes easier – and more interesting – to add another dish to a menu than it is to scale an existing dish up to suit the exact number of diners. See the menu ideas at the end of this book (here) for ideas of dishes to serve together. And never be afraid of leftovers, which are perhaps the greatest thing of all about Bengali cooking – the dishes keep well and are often more delicious the next day once the flavours have had time to deepen.








Part One

Home and the World: Ghore Baire

[image: Photo of Monsur village, Kulaura, Sylhet]
Wherever I am in the world, cooking these dishes makes me feel as though I am home



My grandfather, Habib Ullah, was born, we think, in 1929 – although record-keeping was unreliable and nobody could ever confirm the date exactly. The village of his birth was Bajkhashara in the district of Nabiganj, which was then part of India under British rule.

Habib was the third of seven children. Despite being the brightest out of his brothers and sisters, family circumstances meant that he was unable to complete even his primary education. Habib had no memories of his father, who died shortly after Habib was born. His mother, Sonaban Bibi, remarried, and moved with her children and new husband to the small village of Satgaon where their descendants still live today. Sonaban went on to have two more children with the man who would come to be immortalised in local and family lore as the love of her life. Sadly, he too passed away when Habib was only ten years old, leaving a broken-hearted Sonaban alone to look after seven young children. So, Habib had to leave school without even having learnt to read or write and begin working to help support the family.

I don’t know much about what Habib did for work in his childhood years, but I know that he never went back to school. He remained unlettered until the day he died but took great pride in the academic achievements of his children and grandchildren, and was extremely proud of the fact that his wife, Fatima, was able to read and write not only in Bangla, but in English too.

What I do know about my grandfather (Nana Bhai, as I called him) was that he loved to feed others. Shopping, cooking, and eating were his chosen expressions of love. I wonder now if that was in part due to his precarious early years when food was sometimes scarce and the family often went without. Habib showed his affection by remembering what foods everyone in the family enjoyed and by making sure that the house was well stocked with these treats whenever we came to visit.

Habib lived through some of the most difficult of human experiences: famine, war, disease, and too much death. The deaths of his father, step-father, and many other close relations, but also of two of his own children. He encountered hostility and loneliness as a young man in Britain and endured ill health in his older years. And yet, my memories are always of him being jolly: laughing, giving his signature two-handed thumbs up, and singing. One of his favourite songs was ‘Walking Back to Happiness’ by Helen Shapiro. I sometimes wonder where, which of his homes, my grandfather may have wanted to walk back to.

The names for home

Ghore Baire is the title of a famous novel by the renowned Bengali writer and poet, Rabindranath Tagore. Literally meaning, ‘the home and the world’, the phrase is now shorthand for the juxtaposition between the familiar and the unknown.

The Bengali preoccupation with the home is evident in the multiple terms used to describe different versions of it. As well as ghor – which can be used to mean ‘house’ in both the literal sense, and as a descriptor of a family or clan, there are other terms which carry different nuances.

The word bari is used to describe one’s ancestral home, usually in the rural village. It is viewed as the base of the family: no matter where, or how far, a family member travels, or even lives more permanently, the bari is the place where they will always be welcomed back with open arms, food, and a bed. The bari is more than a simple address. Identifying a person’s bari can contextualise them within a local history that usually spans several generations, and that carries information about their potential character, educational attainment, economic status, religiosity, political persuasion, and even more intimate details, such as probable levels of marital fidelity and trustworthiness.

Knowing someone’s bari is such a trusted way of placing them, and of understanding the essence of who they might be, that this information is still exchanged between diaspora Bangladeshis today, particularly when arranging marriages, even if the family has not lived in the bari for several generations.

Both my maternal and paternal ancestral homes are in Sylhet. This north-eastern district is known for its hills and tea gardens. Their respective baris are only 35 miles apart and share many common features, such as a kitchen garden where various types of gourd, squash and beans are grown alongside other vegetables such as tomatoes, cucumbers, and aubergines. Most family compounds also have fruit trees as old as the bari itself: mango, guava, tamarind, jackfruit, as well as a large pond (or pukur) where fish are reared, and which was also traditionally used for washing and bathing.

Many households also have paddy fields that are farmed for the family’s subsistence, even if the family has supplemental income from other work such as business or teaching, although this practice is gradually dying out in some areas. Similarly, livestock is often kept in the bari. Chickens, ducks, and even turkeys nowadays are kept for eggs and meat, as well as goats and cows for milk – although as more young Bangladeshis seek formal employment in the towns and cities, this is also becoming less common.

The rhythm of the bari is built around the daily chores that keep the household running: water is drawn from the pukur or a well, cows taken out to pasture, gardens watered, vegetables picked, and ingredients prepared for cooking. Simple homegrown food, with staples of rice, lentils, vegetables, and fish, are at the heart of any meal. This combination has remained unchanged for generations – and while the homes and houses may have changed, the dishes cooked for the family remain a constant, passed from generation to generation without much variation.

In my mind, the quintessential deshi meal consists of four simple dishes: red lentils tempered with garlic; wilted greens; spiced fried fish; and fried aubergine, served alongside steaming hot white rice. This is the meal I most look forward to when visiting my parents. And wherever I am in the world, cooking these dishes makes me feel as though I am home.






Bagar dal

tempered lentils

Serves 4 as a side

‘Bagar’ is the Bangla word for ‘tempering’ – also known as ‘tarka’ in other parts of the Indian subcontinent. This is the cooking technique where ghee or oil is heated and then garlic and spices are fried before being added to the cooked lentils. This recipe is so easy and quick to make, thanks to the use of red lentils that soften without needing pre-soaking or a pressure cooker. Serve this with plain basmati rice for the simplest and tastiest of comfort foods.

Ingredients

200g red lentils

1 small onion (110g), finely diced

2 large or 4 small tomatoes (320g), roughly chopped

1 tsp fine salt

1 tbsp sunflower oil

½ small bunch (50g) coriander, finely chopped

for the bagar

1 heaped tbsp ghee

3 fat garlic cloves, crushed

1 tsp panch puron

1 tsp ground turmeric

1–2 long green chillies, sliced lengthways into 2 or 3 pieces each

Wash the lentils several times in plenty of cold water, rinsing and draining until the water runs clear. Put the drained lentils in a small saucepan and pour over boiling water until it covers the lentils by about 2cm.

Add the onions and tomatoes and a glug of sunflower oil – this will stop the lentils from bubbling over – and cook over a medium–high heat until the lentils are soft. This should take about 20 minutes. Whisk occasionally to help break down the lentils: it should look like a thick soup.

For the bagar (tempering)

Heat the ghee in a small frying pan until very hot. Add the crushed garlic, turmeric, panch puron, and green chilli and fry for about 10 seconds until the garlic starts to turn golden brown. Pour the spiced ghee mixture into the saucepan – it should sizzle on contact with the lentils. Stir well and garnish with the chopped coriander.

______
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