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About the Author

After facing off competition from 63 other determined contestants, through seven gruelling weeks of culinary challenges and an exhilarating final cook-off, Saliha Mahmood Ahmed became the thirteenth amateur cook to lift the MasterChef trophy in 2017. She is also a junior doctor working in the NHS, training to specialise in gastroenterology, married to fellow doctor Usman and mum of one boy. In the future, she hopes to combine her work as a doctor with her passion for gastronomy to help drive the country towards healthier meals and work on national campaigns to tackle obesity, particularly in children.





The equilibrium of man’s nature, the strength of the body, the capability of receiving external and internal blessings, and the acquisition of worldly and religious advantages, depend ultimately on proper care being shewn for appropriate food. This knowledge distinguishes man from beasts, with whom, as far as mere eating is concerned, he stands upon the same level.

A quotation from Mughal Emperor Akbar’s
personal records, the Ain-i-Akbari, which
I feel sums up the Mughal food philosophy.
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KHAZANA



Taking a leap into the world of food writing is nothing short of the fulfilment of a lifelong ambition. My first book is a culmination of the countless culinary memories that I have gathered through my life. And thus, through its pages I hope to share a part of myself with you.

In Urdu, the term khazana translates as ‘treasure trove’. Flicking through the pages of Khazana, you will see recipes, artwork and references to the opulent and majestic Mughal Empire. But Khazana is not a didactic history book. It is a modern, thoroughly contemporary, twenty-first-century Indo-Persian cookbook that has been inspired by the past, but is made for you to enjoy today and in the future. It does not intend to recreate the ancient Mughal recipes verbatim, but is influenced and inspired by the ancient cookery methods and flavours.

Despite the complexity and extravagance of Mughal design, the recipes in Khazana are simple and easy to recreate in even the most basic of kitchens. The beauty of the food is that it does not fall into a specific genre, rather it is a unique amalgamation of the very best of south-east Asia and ancient Persian influences, and even touches upon central Asian cookery.

The recipes are not subtle. My food is bold, proud, full of attitude and deeply steeped in heritage. There are sumptuous recipes to suit every occasion. Khazana will be with you at picnics, during festivities and when you entertain guests, whether for brunch, lunch or dinner.

It may sound like a cliché, but I sometimes have to pinch myself when I envisage you picking up Khazana from the bookshop shelf, smelling the freshly printed pages and getting lost in the vibrant photography. My heart fills with so much joy when I imagine the pages flung open on a kitchen counter, the pages stained with turmeric, blotches of oil and sticky fingers, knowing that it has inspired, entertained and fulfilled the very purpose for which I intended it to be written.
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I owe much of my love for gastronomy to my maternal grandmother, Asma Noor (pictured opposite), also lovingly known as ‘Nano’. She was stunningly beautiful in her youth – with rosy cheeks, twinkling brown eyes and a broad, kind smile remembered by all those who knew her. Married at just seventeen years old, she could never pursue a career in home economics; instead, she devoted her years to raising her four children and running her home impeccably.

Nano was highly innovative. In her kitchen, she invented the most wonderful food for her family together with Shareef the family khansama (a male cook in charge of the kitchen). She was never especially extravagant, choosing to live frugally and making use of all that was available to her. Meals were simple, extremely flavoursome and very skilfully prepared. It is this food philosophy of frugality, simplicity and – above all – flavour that has been passed down the generations like a precious gift.

Eating fruit at the end of the meal was mandatory. Nano would sit at the centre of the table peeling mangoes with her chubby fingers. She would hand over the slices of mango to her loved ones, choosing to suck on the stone herself.

My parents are both doctors who moved to England in the eighties after completing their education in Pakistan. Nano visited us in England and would stay for long periods of time, helping with childcare so my parents could pursue their careers. She once noticed an apple tree at the back of the NHS accommodation in Sutton-in-Ashfield, Nottinghamshire, where my parents were living. The tree was bursting at the helm with ripe, round, odd-shaped cooking apples that no one wanted. Nano seized the opportunity. For the next month, we ate apples in every form: candied, made into jam, puréed into baby food, pickled, cooked with tamarind in a savoury broth or to add sweetness to lamb curries.

The start of the summer holidays was an extremely exciting time for us all because it would mean the start of an adventure; the ringleader of the adventure was always my dad. A travel enthusiast born with wanderlust, he longed to show his children the world. We travelled through India, Pakistan, Kashmir, the Middle East and central Asia, all the time planning the next meal. Food memories were created at every opportunity, whether eating from roadside stalls (dhabas) or fine dining establishments.

It was through our travels that I developed an appreciation of some of the history and architecture of the region. I even remember my mama saying, ‘your dad and I studied the Mughal emperors at school in the same way that you studied the Tudors last term’. I would giggle at her amusing commentary, which showed me how very different her early education was from mine. But slowly, with the passage of time, my fascination with the Mughal Empire began. In a way, the Mughals provided a link between my parents’ past and our collective present as a family on holiday. They captured my imagination in every way possible. I began to see the Mughal influence everywhere: in architecture, art, Bollywood films, catwalk fashion and contemporary design. I realised that although the Mughal Empire had fallen, their influence lived on.

For many years, cookery remained a serious hobby. I collected mountains of cookery books and magazines and was constantly thinking of my next big project in the kitchen. But, unfortunately, a demanding medical career and motherhood often left me little time for my gastronomic endeavours.

My husband Usman was well aware of my obsessional love of food. It was Usman who in fact applied on my behalf to MasterChef 2017. Little to my knowledge, that application form would mark the beginning of the most amazing culinary journey, culminating in me lifting the coveted trophy. I am eternally grateful for the opportunity and all those who made my dreams a reality.

The age of the Mughals (1526–1857)

Most people know very little about the Mughal emperors, except that they were responsible for building one of the Seven Wonders of the World, the magnificent Taj Mahal. The Mughal dynasty actually began in in 1526 when Babur, the ruler of a small principality in central Asia, defeated the Sultan Ibrahim Lodi of Delhi.

Babur was a descendent of two famous central Asian rulers, Timur-i-Leng and Genghis Khan. The dynasty became known as ‘Mughal’, a corruption of the word ‘Mongol’. Initially, Babur did not understand the gastronomy of his newly conquered territories. He dreamt of his long-lost Samarkand, a city in present-day Uzbekistan, with its gurgling streams and lush valleys; ‘there is no grapes, quality fruits, mask melons or candles in Hindustan,’ he lamented.

At its zenith, the Mughal Empire commanded resources unprecedented in Indian history, covering almost the entirety of the Indian subcontinent. From Gujarat in the west to Bengal in the east, and from present-day Afghanistan to the borders of the Deccan Sultanates, Mughal wealth flourished as the treasures of the defeated kingdoms poured in. Political efficiency along with efficient administration allowed trade to flourish. The Mughals were never too shy to try the new foods from their acquired territories.
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An historical map of India during the Mughal era, circa 1728, coloured by province.

The Mughals regarded Persian culture as the epitome of refinement, even making Farsi their official language. When the Mughal Emperor Humayun was forced into exile, the Shah of Iran gave him refuge; as a gift, Emperor Humayun offered the Shah his Indian cooks. The most wonderful exchange of cultures followed – Emperor Humayun became a great lover of Persian food, partly also because he married a Persian princess. When he returned to India a great number followed him to his royal court: artisans, musicians, painters and – most important of all – Persian cooks.


Food etiquette of the Mughals



Imagine a normal everyday meal in an average Mughal emperor’s harem. The emperor would sit cross-legged on white calico placed atop sheets made of leather, known as dastarkhwan. Beautiful ladies of the harem would kneel either side of him, serving elaborate meals in gold and silver dishes. Musicians and eunuchs would sing praise for the emperor. At the end of the meal diners would rinse their hands with perfumed water poured from jugs held by servants.

Royal cooks were expected to devise intricate dishes to please and delight their master and impress visiting guests. Food was adorned with gold and silver leaf and huge quantities of nuts. The ethereal perfume of roses wafted from dishes that were laced with premium-quality rose water. Spices were shipped from all parts of the empire: the use of saffron, cardamom, black pepper, cinnamon and cloves was particularly marked. Dishes were often sweet and were subtly warm rather than fiery hot and spicy.

While the average meal was a truly sophisticated and elegant affair, a public banquet was unimaginably opulent. One particularly luxurious feast was held in 1528 by Emperor Babur. He sat beside the amirs (generals) of the kingdom, seated in order of their rank. Before the food was served, guests offered Babur presents of rare and precious jewels, fruits, nuts and saffron. The banquet consisted of hundreds of dishes, which guests ate in an octagonal pavilion covered with a special variety of scented grass. And for entertainment, there was an island opposite the pavilion where ‘fierce camels and fierce elephants’ were fighting.

Food was so important to the Mughals that the imperial kitchen operated as an independent government department with a massive budget of 1,000 rupees a day, enough to procure all manner of exotic foods. The emperors drank water imported from the river Ganges and ice was transported from the hills of Himachal Pradesh, down the Yamuna into the kitchens in Delhi. Interestingly, Mughal menus were finalised in conjunction with the hakim, a doctor whose job it was to oversee the nutritional and medicinal properties of food being served.

In the scorching summer heat the Mughal emperors made their way to Kashmir, where they were able to enjoy the temperate climate. It was customary for the imperial kitchen to travel the night before the emperor, to make sure that meals were ready on his arrival. The travelling kitchen consisted of fifty camels, two hundred coolies carrying baskets of crockery, cutlery and cooking utensils atop their heads, and at least fifty milking cows.

It is clear that the Mughals created a lavish, sumptuous and refined food culture, which has undoubtedly left its mark on the gastronomy of the Indian subcontinent today.

There is a wonderful sense of theatre and drama surrounding the Mughals. And with the passage of time the Mughals have captured the imagination of millions in the Indian subcontinent and beyond. Some of the stories have been passed down as word of mouth, making it near impossible to separate fact from fable. But I do not see this as a negative; in some ways, it is this oral history that has kept the Mughals alive over the last few centuries. They are a living entity that had an influence on the past, have an impact on our present and continue to shape the future.
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The Taj Mahal at dawn, in Agra, India.


How to use this book



The recipes in this book are suitable for home cooks and won’t require any specialist equipment or complicated cooking techniques. However, do take a look at my cook’s notes below before you embark on the recipes.

• Before you go out and completely restock your spice cupboard, take the time to look through the recipes and decide which ones you want to start with. Build up your spice collection slowly and buy spices in small amounts as they can go stale if left unused for long periods. Store them away from direct sunlight to prolong their shelflife.

• Having said that, if you are missing a minor ingredient, do not hesitate to try a recipe anyway; it really won’t make too much difference if you don’t have the odd ingredient.

• For more unusual ingredients and spices, first look in the international aisle of your supermarket. If you cannot find them here, try to locate your local Asian food shop or shop online.

• Never rush the initial stage of cooking your onions. This is a vital first step in many Indian recipes and evenly browned, golden onions will add flavour and colour to the completed dish. Cook over a low-medium heat, stirring occasionally, for at least 20 minutes to caramelise them properly.

• Along with the all-important browned onions, garlic and ginger form the base of many of the recipes in this book. I make up batches of grated garlic cloves and peeled and grated fresh ginger and keep them in my fridge: one garlic clove makes about a teaspoon of grated garlic, while a small thumb-sized piece of ginger will provide about a tablespoon of grated ginger. A Microplane grater is a great little gadget for this but a great time-saving tip is to use shop-bought garlic or ginger paste, available in most supermarkets.

• Cumin seeds are used extensively in my recipes – they add a smoky, earthy warmth to dishes, particularly when dry-roasted in a pan. To dry-roast cumin seeds (or any other ingredient that calls for dry-roasting), simply heat them in a small pan without any oil over a medium heat for about 20–30 seconds, or until they release their aroma. Take care as they can burn quickly. You can then either lightly crush or finely grind them in a pestle and mortar.

• Many of my recipes use Greek yoghurt and in a handful of cases I have specified to use full-fat Greek yoghurt, by which I mean yoghurt that is 10 per cent fat. In these few instances a higher fat content is essential to prevent the mixture from splitting, or to help achieve a thick, rich texture, so do check the packaging. If full-fat yoghurt is not specified in the recipe, use any Greek yoghurt.

• Warm water that is listed in the ingredients is always from a boiled kettle; adding cold water to a pan of ingredients will slow down the cooking process so always keep a full kettle to hand.

• Tamarind is a wonderful ingredient that adds a sweet-sour tang to many dishes. To make tamarind pulp, buy a block of pressed tamarind (available from good supermarkets or Asian food stores), break off a chunk and simmer for a couple of minutes in boiling water to soften it, then push through a sieve to extract the pulp. It will keep in an airtight container in the fridge for a month. Don’t be tempted to use ready-made tamarind paste or tamarind extract as the texture and flavour are inferior.

• Kashmiri chilli powder is used in several of the recipes; it is very mild and has a deep red hue to it. If you have trouble finding it, substitute with a 50:50 mix of chilli powder and hot paprika instead.

• Salt is added to taste and in most cases regular table salt is fine, although in a few recipes I have specified sea salt but you can generally use whatever you have.

• Quite a few of my recipes call for deep-frying – it’s essential for crisp pakoras and samosas! If you don’t have a deep fryer you can heat vegetable oil in a deep-sided pan – just don’t overcrowd the pan and make sure you let the oil cool fully after use and move to the back of the hob with the handle away from you to avoid any accidents. Don’t waste leftover oil – strain the cooled oil through a sieve and store in a jar or plastic bottle until you are ready to use it again.







[image: image]


Conversion tables

Measurements are metric throughout the recipes in this book. If you prefer to use imperial measurements, please see the tables below (figures have been rounded up or down for convenience).

WEIGHT







	25g

	1 oz




	50g

	2 oz




	100g

	3½ oz




	150g

	5 oz




	200g

	7 oz




	250g

	9 oz




	300g

	10 oz




	400g

	14 oz




	500g

	1 lb 2 oz




	1 kg

	2¼ lb





VOLUME








	5ml

	 

	1 teaspoon




	15ml

	 

	1 tablespoon




	30ml

	1 fl oz

	⅛ cup




	60ml

	2 fl oz

	¼ cup




	75ml

	 

	⅓ cup




	120ml

	4 fl oz

	½ cup




	150ml

	5 fl oz

	⅔ cup




	175ml

	 

	¾ cup




	250ml

	8 fl oz

	1 cup




	1 litre

	1 quart

	4 cups





LENGTH







	1cm

	½ inch




	2.5cm

	1 inch




	15cm

	6 inches




	20cm

	8 inches




	25cm

	10 inches




	30cm

	12 inches





OVEN TEMPERATURES







	°Celsius

	°Fahrenheit




	140

	275




	150

	300




	160

	325




	180

	350




	190

	375




	200

	400




	220

	425




	230

	450











Recipe suggestions
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BREAKFASTS & BRUNCHES

Mughal Spiced Aubergine Kuku

Mughal Eggs & Beans

Missi Pancakes

Watermelon Infused with Hibiscus, Fennel & Cardamom

Emperor’s Mango Shrikhand Pudding
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LIGHT LUNCHES

Tadka Carrot Salad with Cumin, Coriander & Mustard Seed Dressing

Spinach, Yoghurt & Walnut Soup

Roasted Sweet Potato, Chilli, Honey & Tamarind with Toasted Peanuts

Masala Livers on Toast with Pickled Ginger, Coriander & Crispy Onions

Citrus Semolina Fried Sardines with Preserved Lemon Relish
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QUICK WEEKDAY DINNERS

Pasand Steak with Cucumber, Coriander & Mint Raita

Chicken Thigh & Sour Mango Curry with Coriander Rice

Peshawar-style Turkey Chapli Kebab with Burnt Tomatoes & Buttery Rice

Sea Bass, Chilli & Saffron Butter Baked in Lavash

Mughal Baked Cod Korma

PICNICS

Crunchy Potato & Kidney Bean Tikki Bites with Summer Green Relish

Nargisi Kofta Scotch Eggs

Cumin, Turmeric & Ajwain Nimki Straws

Almond & Smoked Fish Koftas with Watercress & Toasted Almond Salad

Afghani Potato & Spinach Bolani

Coconut Rose Ladoos
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BARBECUE/TANDOORI DISHES

Lamb & Potato Seekh Kebabs

Smoked Chicken & Basil Kebabs with Beetroot Basil Salad & Beetroot Buttermilk Raita

Malai Chicken Bites

Fiery King Prawns with Spiced Yoghurt Dipping Sauce
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VEGETARIAN FEAST

Whole Roast Cauliflower with Saffron, Cashews, Coconut & Chilli

Saag & Cornmeal Bread

Sour & Spicy Pink Radishes

Creamy Mung Dal with Cumin Butter & Sourdough Toast

Cashew Dum Biryani with Potato & White Poppy Seeds

Radish & Mung Bean Parathas
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EASY ENTERTAINING

Kale Pakoras with Charred Tomato & Tamarind Broth

Mughal Spiced Nut Mix

Onion & Saffron Roast Chicken Drumsticks with Sweet Cucumber Salad

Honey & Cardamom Quails with Spiced Figs & Bulgur Wheat

Sticky Tamarind & Orange Salmon

Turkish Delight Pots with Dark Chocolate & Rose Cream

SPRING/SUMMER

Guava
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