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In memory of my beautiful mother who taught me the importance of sharing knowledge about one’s food with others, and cooking from the heart.
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Foreword by Allan Jenkins

It started with samosas. The plumpest, crispest, most fragrant pastry parcels I have ever had. It was at a hipster pop-up in a smart part of London. The capital’s food world had turned out to be wowed by dish after perfect dish. And we were. Perhaps the smoky aubergine stood out: accomplished, pitch perfect, all you hope for. But she had me with the samosa. They tasted of home, you see. Warm and generous, like Romy Gill, the woman, cook, and now author, who made them.

In some ways, Romy’s journey to this book also started with samosas. Before Romy’s Kitchen – her celebrated Michelin-mentioned restaurant in Thornbury, near Bristol – there was Romy’s kitchen in her house, where she made samosas and spiky, spicy chutneys and sauces, and sold them through food festivals, or shared them in cooking classes and by teaching kids at local schools. There were advertisements in the yellow pages and local papers to spread the word about her cooking. Of course, Romy’s loving husband and daughters, her family in India and her neighbours always knew she could cook. But more importantly, so did she.

It wasn’t enough for Romy to be the best mother, wife, daughter she could be. She is one of the most driven women I’ve ever met and it’s this same drive that has made her run marathons, ride a bicycle across India for Action against Hunger, made Michelin notice, and that, in 2016, made her an MBE.

I have watched her, with her close team, in her tiny restaurant kitchen outside Bristol. I have seen the care she takes as she cooks; the confidence with which she scoops spice to go into the grated potatoes for the stuffed parathas her mother made her as a child, or the samosas I begged for so I could eat them on my train journey home (they are still the best I will eat until the next time I visit).

Romy Gill is not just one of the UK’s finest Indian cooks, or even one of the best female chefs. She is simply one of our most gifted cooks and teachers. I can’t wait to try these recipes – I hope it is the start of a series of books. Read Zaika, savour the stories but please also cook with it often, keep it in the kitchen and let the pages get splashed with golden spices.


Introduction

I grew up with my Punjabi family in a small town in West Bengal, India. Childhood home pleasures were basic; there were none of the gadgets and emerging mod-cons of the day – I was 12 when our first black-and-white television set arrived in the house, and we were absolutely transfixed by it! For us, there were more simple pleasures, such as playing cricket and badminton and the get-togethers with family and friends at the many festivals, weddings and religious celebrations. These events created such fervour and joy for us all; they were occasions for dancing, singing and, of course, food.

From a young age I’d sit and watch my parents cook; my father would grind the spices and prepare the mixes for my mother, which she would cleverly use to liven up a variety of everyday foods. I remember my mother feeding me as a small child on our veranda, introducing me to a wealth of flavours, textures and techniques, all of which have stayed with me ever since. She was my first instructor in life and her influences are strong in the way that I cook today.

My parents didn’t speak English but they made sure we went to English medium school (a type of school in India where students are taught the same education syllabus as children in the UK) and they provided good wholesome food for us. All our food was plant-based, as we rarely ate meat, only ever on special occasions. Indian food is strongly influenced by religion, culture, rituals, the caste system, wealth and poverty; poor people who can’t afford to drink clean water cannot afford to eat meat or drink milk. Few rich people eat meat every day, either, and even if they do, vegetables and lentils play a huge part in these dishes.
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My parents would use eclectic styles from all over India to create delicious family meals. Indian food is not ‘Indian’ food, it’s regional, and every household cooks particular dishes differently – they might use the same spices but their techniques and methods vary. My mum used to say it’s all in the hand. I am so grateful to Dad that he worked in a steel works far away from the village he grew up in, because if he had stayed at home I would never have learned to respect the flavours I know so well today. Where I grew up, people came from different states and cooked and shared the food they grew up eating, so I was used to eating a wide variety of different flavours.

When I first moved to England, in 1993, many of the Indian ingredients that I’d become accustomed to using were almost impossible to find, unless you had a specialist Indian shop nearby. I was not able to drive then and I was bit scared to take the bus, as if I got lost, what would happen? (Mobile phones were not a necessity then…!) Although it might seem a bit silly to many people, coming from a country that was so different in so many ways was challenging, as well as exciting, at first. I had never used an oven before, so you can understand that roasting vegetables or baking a cake was a first for me. Eating a strawberry, or as a matter of fact eating any berries from the UK, was another first. And I absolutely disliked the taste of avocado (making it into a chutney helped!), which was just one of many vegetables and herbs, with which I began to experiment, that I had never seen before. It was so exciting to combine the two cultures and create something fresh and new, always with the added ingredients of a pinch of nostalgia and spice.

It’s this style of experimentation that has formed the base of my cooking ever since. I wanted to open my own restaurant from the moment I moved to the UK, and to cook for people the food that I grew up eating. In 2013 I finally opened the doors to my restaurant, having waited three and half years for planning permission to give me change of use and then nine months for the builders to finish work. Once I had the space, then came the challenge of finding money to furnish the restaurant, hire staff and buy ingredients (along with many more necessary costs); four banks refused to give me a loan, but then BBC national news interviewed me for a feature about small businesses and the very next day I got a loan. I sold all my jewellery and put all our savings towards the restaurant: Romy’s Kitchen in Bristol, UK.

Getting the restaurant open was a long struggle, but it was worth all the effort. The food that I cook there is very much based on the flavours I grew up with, and now the restaurant is established I can also travel around sharing my recipes, doing pop-ups and writing for various magazines and newspapers. And now in this book I can share this food with you, too. It’s vegan, because that’s what I grew up with, and that’s what I love to eat. There’s a misconception that all vegan cooking takes an unnecessarily long time to prepare – whether that refers to time spent finding the ‘specialist’ ingredients, or the time taken for peeling, trimming and chopping the vegetables, and so on. I hope that through my recipes you will see that vegan cooking can be quick, simple and tasty. Of course, sometimes, just like a well-made meat casserole, you need to put in more time to get the most out of an ingredient’s flavours (a cauliflower has flavours as complex as any piece of meat – give the Roasted cauliflower with rose harissa a go and you’ll see what I mean) and slow cooking is key to bringing these out. My recipes in the Labours of Love chapter therefore might take a bit more effort and planning ahead than a midweek recipe, but it’s worth it – I promise!

Many of the recipes in Zaika were cooked for me in my homeland by my mother and her friends. Food is woven through my childhood, and it features strongly in all my most cherished memories. As a child in the school holidays in India, my siblings and I would head off on long train journeys with my mum, kept happy with her beautifully packed picnics, featuring street food from each state, which we’d eat when the train stopped at each station. My mum’s passing has made me realise how much I miss her and how much I crave the flavours of those train journeys. I now try to recreate those sights and smells of childhood in the UK; food certainly helped me when I missed my family and the friends that I grew up with, and it gave me hope of making new friends in a new country, too, by sharing it as I had at home. And although I am no longer living in my homeland, I have never forgotten my roots. The vegan dishes in this book are the flavours of my kitchen – simple, accessible recipes that anyone can cook – and it is, I hope, a treasure trove that I intend to be passed through each household, and each generation.
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Across India, breads such as roti, paratha and naan are common, but in northern India especially, bread is the staple food of many diets – it’s not unusual for Indians to eat these breads three times a day, or more! Growing up in a Punjabi family, homemade parathas and roti were always on the table; the region’s climate makes it perfect for wheat growing, so many people rely on this crop to feed themselves, and as a result eat a lot of wheat-based dishes, such as bread.

Roti and parathas are such a huge part of everyone’s daily meals. Since they are eaten every day, these breads are incredibly simple to make. Unlike Western bread-making processes, these methods have only a few steps and it doesn’t take much effort to get delicious results – all you need to know is how to roll the dough! There are, however, a couple of top tips to get the best breads. First, when making the dough be sure to add the water slowly, it’s important you don’t add it all in one go; and secondly, make sure you give the dough enough time to rest and rise before working with it – a bit of patience at this stage makes a real difference to the bread’s texture and taste. Don’t worry about the shape of your breads – the taste of a freshly baked homemade roti is far superior to anything you could buy, so who cares what shape it is!

I learned how to make these staple bread dishes from my mum and, helpfully, they’re all vegan! I remember how she would feed us a fresh baked roti or paratha on the veranda, while putting the world to rights. Mum always said that you need to knead the dough with love. My friends still talk about my mum making the best, most delicious crispy parathas. I hope you will be able to create fond memories while making and eating these breads (they taste even better when shared with someone you love).



Spicy | Fluffy | Warm

GRAM FLOUR TURMERIC PANCAKES

These pancakes have a silk-like texture and are much enjoyed by my family and my friends. I discovered this recipe while on my travels to Gujarat, but I have changed it slightly by using coconut milk yogurt and adding different spices to change the flavours – you can add any spices you like, according to your taste. These are delicious served with some coconut milk yoghurt or your favourite chutney.

1 hour

MAKES 8–10 PANCAKES

150g gram flour

½ tsp baking powder

1 tsp nigella seeds

½ tsp fennel seeds, crushed

1 tsp ground turmeric

1 tsp ground coriander

1 tsp Kashmiri red chilli powder

1 tsp salt

Handful of chopped fresh coriander

150g coconut milk yogurt

Sunflower oil, for frying

Coconut milk yoghurt or chutney, to serve

To make the batter, sift the flour and baking powder into a mixing bowl
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