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My Indian Kitchen

An immigrant’s food story

When I arrived in the UK from Calcutta to join my husband, I could not cook anything. I would buy discounted Indian cookbooks from bookshops in Cambridge to gaze at the photographs, which would remind me of the familiar flavours of home. During my first winter in England, the River Cam froze over. I remember the cold, damp wind slicing into me as I practised how to cycle on Parker’s Piece. I felt sure everyone had got the description of hell wrong: it was not fire that awaited you, it was frozen rivers, icy winds, and a kitchen that was infused with none of the aromas of home.

During one of my practice cycle sessions, I ventured a bit further than usual and wheeled past a house where inside someone was making parathas. I jumped off my bicycle. From outside where I stood, I could smell the bread frying in ghee. I wanted so desperately to ring the doorbell and ask if the person making the paratha might share it with me. But I did not walk up to that door. Instead, I stood rooted to the pavement and cried.

In that moment, I realized the only way I could make this unfamiliar place feel like home was to cook the food of my home. This is how my food journey began. I set about cooking so that my one-room apartment in Cambridge might start to feel more of a home. The house I was living in was a college residence, but rather than digs for students, it was home to fellows teaching at the university. I was neither a fellow nor a student and did not know anyone in the college. I needed to make friends in the city and I thought that if I cooked, I could invite guests to the flat, share a meal and maybe find a way to connect with them through food.

Over the years, I have discovered that food is a wonderful unifying force, providing a way for immigrants to make connections in a new country. Breaking bread with others leads to conversations about ‘home’, no matter how far away that place might be or how little knowledge of a country or culture people may have. I am always willing to share a plate of parathas with those who knock at my door.

My family food heritage

I am fortunate to have inherited the culinary heritage of both my paternal and maternal royal traditions. On my paternal side, I am a descendant from the ancient Rajput Suryavanshi warrior Bargujar clan. During the reign of the third Mughal ruler, my ancestor Lal Singh was given the title of Lal Khan by the Mughal Emperor Akbar for his bravery. Our family are called Lalkhani Rajputs after Lal Khan. My paternal family converted to Islam in the reign of Emperor Akbar’s son and settled in Bulandshahr. They adopted the food tradition of the Mughal courts, while their geographical proximity to Lucknow meant that rare and exotic spices from Turkey and Persia were available more easily.

My maternal family was from North Bengal. My ancestor Khan Bahadur Musharraf Husain, the Nawab of Jalpaiguri, was a pioneering tea planter instrumental in establishing new tea plantations in Darjeeling with seeds he had acquired from China. By the time of his death, my maternal family owned 33 tea gardens in the Darjeeling area. In the 1940s, my maternal family moved from Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling to live in Calcutta. Their ceremonial feasting foods were distinctive Calcutta Mughlai dishes, including Mutton Dum Biryani, Mutton Rezala and Calcutta Chicken Chaap.

Two of the other food influences on my life are reflected in this book. The first is the Bihari Muslim food from the home of my maternal grandmother, who came from the principality of Bakhtiyarpur. The halwas and desserts of the palace were very unusual: kheer is a rice and milk pudding, which the cooks supposedly made using onions! (For my version of Boora Chenni Ki Kheer.) The kitchens in Bakhtiyarpur are still run by the same family of cooks who cooked during my great-great-grandmother’s time. The egg dish, Unday Ka Halwa, is a wonderful recipe and comes from this branch of my family.

My family has also enjoyed a long and close relationship with the royal family of Hyderabad. During the 1940s, my paternal great-grandfather was the Prime Minister of the Nizam State and was involved in the negotiations between the British and Indian politicians that eventually led to the royal state of Hyderabad joining the Indian Republic. I lived in Hyderabad as a child. It is of this city that I have my earliest memories: attending spectacular feasts in beautiful old homes where many of the dishes served were too spicy for me to enjoy as a child. The food left a deep impression on me. Amongst my favourite recipes are unique Hyderabadi dishes, such as Haleem, Baghare Baigan, Tamatar Ka Cutt, Mirchi Ka Salaan and Khoobani Ka Meetha to mention a few.

While the Hyderabadi recipes are a distinctive mix of South Indian spices and North Indian cooking traditions, some dishes are surprisingly easy to make. This book includes the recipe for the Hyderabadi side dish, Tamatar Ka Cutt (hard-boiled eggs in a slow-cooked tomato sauce, see here), which can transform a simple meal into something extraordinary.
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Many of the royal recipes and cooking traditions from both my father’s and mother’s sides of the family have been passed on to me. It is these wonderful dishes, with their rich heritage and spice traditions, which I would like to share with you in this book. And it was these dishes that I started to cook after arriving in the UK from India; over the years I have learnt to recreate my traditional family recipes in my modest Cambridge and London kitchens. These dishes are impressive enough to become the centrepiece of a large gathering of family or friends, but are also simple enough to be recreated in any home kitchen.

Feasts

Food is at the heart of every Indian celebration. There is nothing more joyous than bringing loved ones together around a table and sharing a meal. Whether that is a weekday supper for two or a lavish celebration spread, there is no reason why each and every meal should not be a feast fit for royalty.

This book has been divided by occasions, from a feast for two to a large gathering of family and friends. The recipes in the Feasts for Two chapter are not just for when you are planning an intimate dinner with a loved one, they are also to cook when you want to spoil yourself after a gruelling day. I find cooking very cathartic. When not everything has gone to plan during the day, you can re-take control in the evening and cook a special, nurturing meal for yourself – something that always makes me feel better.

The Family Feasts chapter contains many of my favourite crowd-pleasing recipes that will win over even the most spice-sensitive, picky eaters. The level of spice and heat can be easily adjusted in these dishes, depending on whether you are catering for children as well as adults, or even adults who prefer their dishes on the milder side.

When entertaining friends at home, I don’t want to spend all my time in the kitchen rather than relaxing with my guests. With this in mind, the Feasting with Friends recipes have all been selected to give you enough time to cook and clear away, ensuring that you do not end up stood over the stove at the very last minute.

Finally, I hope the recipes in the Celebratory Feasts chapter will inspire you to be a little more adventurous than you may have been before when cooking Indian food. Some of these recipes do involve a reasonable amount of preparation and cooking time, but the results are truly show-stopping centrepiece dishes that befit their royal heritage.

Breaking bread and sharing food with people you care for should be a happy, joyous occasion. You can be the bridge, bringing together people from all sides around your table. Food is pleasure. I hope cooking, eating and sharing the recipes from this book will give you as much pleasure as it gave me writing it.

Techniques to elevate your Indian cooking

Back home in Calcutta, an exceptional family cook was a prized asset. We inherited our cook, Haji Saheb, from my mother’s great grand aunt, Choti Dadu, who passed him to our family as the greatest gift she could have endowed upon us after her death. In a society where access to the same ingredients meant that everyone could cook identical dishes, what elevated one family’s food above another’s was the subtlety with which the ingredients were handled. It was a delicacy of touch that was most highly regarded when it came to cooking. I encourage you to handle your ingredients with the same lightness of touch. When it comes to adding spices and seasoning to a dish, remember that it is far easier to add than it is to take away. Do take a moment to read through the techniques I describe over the following pages. When followed, they will not only improve the finished dish when cooking the recipes in this book but they will also add depth and flavour to any other Indian recipe you might cook from other cookbooks.

Cooking with onions

There is no shortcut when it comes to browning onions. The first step is to peel the onion and cut it in half around the middle. After that, thinly slice each onion half into neat rings. Try to cut the rings as thinly and as evenly as possible. In order for the onion rings to cook evenly in the hot oil, it is more important that the rings are cut evenly, so aim for a thickness that you know you can cut consistently across the entire onion.

Next, heat the oil over a medium–high heat in a heavy-based frying pan (skillet). Pick up one onion ring and dip the edge into the hot oil, keeping your fingers at a safe distance from the oil’s surface. The onion should immediately start to sizzle. If that does not happen, your oil is not hot enough, so wait a further 5 minutes and test again. Once the onion ring sizzles on contact with the hot oil, you are ready to fry the onions. When you are ready to cook the onions, place a slotted spoon and a large plate next to the stove.

Carefully lower all of the onion rings into the hot oil. The temperature of the oil will drop once the onions are in the pan, but it will soon go back up and the onions will start to sizzle. Stir the onions gently around the pan. Initially the oil will turn cloudy as the onions start to release their water into the oil. After 10 minutes or so, that cloudiness will have gone and the onions will now look glossy, and possibly slightly pink. At this point, sprinkle a large pinch of salt over the onions. This was something I learnt from our family cook: the salt drains the water from the onions and speeds up the browning process. I say ‘speeds up’; browning onions is a slow process and they will need at least another 20 minutes in the pan.

Throughout the cooking time, keep stirring the onions to ensure they cook evenly and eventually their edges will turn golden brown and they will become a lovely caramel shade in the middle. As well as seeing the onions turn a rich brown colour, you will be able to smell when they are ready. Your kitchen, your clothes, your hair, even your neighbour’s flat will smell of luscious caramelized onions!

Remember I said to place a slotted spoon and a large plate next to the frying onions? As soon as the onions are caramelized, it is important to remove them from the oil rapidly and safely. I have burnt many batches of onions while desperately searching to find the right spoon and plate. Using the slotted spoon, scoop the onions from the hot oil and transfer them to the large plate. Then spread the onions out across the plate and, using a fork, separate any onion rings that have stuck to each other. Leave the onions on the plate to cool and crisp up. I find placing the onions on a plate, rather than on paper towels, gives the best, most crispy caramelized onions.

Perfecting the art of caramelizing onions is an important skill for all Indian cooking; beautifully browned and crisped onions will make an enormous difference to every dish you cook. The colour, the aroma, and the flavour of slow-cooked caramelized crispy onions are simply wonderful.
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Cooking with chillis

When cooking with chillis, I prefer to embrace the flavour of the chilli in a dish rather than its fiery heat. Often, I leave the chillis whole so they can easily be removed before serving. If you have the time and the patience, then you may want to employ a technique taught to me by our family cook. He would make very tiny incisions along the sides of the green chillis to increase the chilli flavour in a dish without letting loose all the scorching heat from the seeds and membranes inside the chillis. If the chillis you are using are mild, you could slice them in half.

Where a dish calls for sliced or chopped chillis, it is considerate towards your guests to chop the chillis into pieces that are large enough for them to see. That way, anyone who wants to avoid the flaming punch of the chilli can avoid eating them, whilst those who love their intense heat can eat as many as they care to.

You may notice I use a lot of dried red chillies in my recipes, rather than red chilli powder. Infusing chilli flavour by using a whole or broken-in-half dried red chilli gives a dish a more subtle and layered flavour. Chilli powder can often burn the mouth when eaten in a dish; dried red chillis are kinder to the mouth as their flavour is infused in the other ingredients and is not the first thing that hits your tastebuds. The flavour from the dried red chilli does kick in, just not at the very beginning.

I have noticed friends with sensitive stomachs, who have struggled to eat very spicy Indian food, have no problems eating my food. This is possibly because their stomachs do not need to digest chilli powder. I have no scientific proof for that theory, it is simply an observation I have made over years of cooking!

Cooking with spices

The pure essence of a spice is contained within the oils trapped inside the spice seed. Gently roasting the spices in a dry pan over a low heat releases those oils. This is a vital stage in all Indian cooking. When liquid is then added to the cooking pot with the dry roasted spices, the oils within the spices slowly infuse the cooking liquid, seeping into the dish and adding subtle layers of flavour.

Spices can quickly burn and easily become bitter, so when dry roasting it is important keep the heat low and constantly turn the spice seeds in the pan using a spoon so that the seeds roast evenly. The aim of roasting spices is to get the heat all the way to the core of the seeds and release the aromas. A spice seed darkens as it roasts, but the change in colour can be very subtle and made harder when a spice is already dark in colour, such as cumin. I recommend keeping a small bowl of unroasted seeds close to the pan in which you are roasting the spices – that way you can compare the roasted and unroasted seeds and note any differences in colour. As soon as the spices have darkened, tip them on to a plate to prevent them cooking further in the hot pan. Once the spices are cool, you can grind them to a powder using a spice grinder or a pestle and mortar.

If you over-roast any spices, always throw them away and start again. There is nothing more unpleasant than the bitter undertone of a burnt spice in a dish.

Cassia bark and cinnamon sticks

Compared to the lighter, orange-brown curled cinnamon stick, cassia bark is a darker, flatter, more obviously bark-like stick. Frequently, both cinnamon and cassia bark are labelled (incorrectly) as cinnamon. For me, the delicate edge of cinnamon makes it perfect for sweet dishes, whilst cassia bark has a more robust flavour that takes heat far better than cinnamon. I have suggested cassia bark for all the meat and rice recipes in this book, but if you only have cinnamon then of course you can use that instead.

Indian bay leaves

Another confusion often occurs between the leaf of the European Bay Laurel tree, which is dark green in colour and most commonly used in Mediterranean cooking, and the Indian bay leaf, which is larger and olive green in colour. Indian bay leaves are called Tej Patta, which means ‘pungent leaf’. The flavour released by the Indian bay leaf during cooking is totally different from the European bay leaf. Often Tej Pattas are labelled as ‘bay leaves’ so look at the size and colour of the leaves to pick the right one! Tej Pattas release a strong, robust cassia-bark-style flavour when cooked, while bay laurel leaves impart a more Mediterranean flavour of lemons and pine nuts.

Turmeric

Raw ground turmeric can be quite unpleasant, however it only takes a few seconds of cooking to get rid of its raw smell. In a hot pan, stir the turmeric for 10–20 seconds or until the smell disappears. It does only take another few extra seconds in the pan to burn, so watch ground turmeric carefully and do not let the spice burn.

Garam masala

Garam masala is a mix of spices used in large areas of the Indian subcontinent. Garam means ‘heat’: according to Ayurveda, many of the spices included in garam masala, like cinnamon and cloves, raise the body temperature. The flavour gained from home-made garam masala is a world apart from anything you can buy in a packet from a store. Sometimes the garam masalas are used whole, as in the recipes for Murgh Rezala, whilst at other times the spices are ground and used as a powder. Grinding small batches of dry roasted spices, which can then be kept in an airtight container, will greatly enhance any dish you cook that calls for garam masala.

The recipe for my garam masala blend is below. I add both nutmeg and mace to my mix, two distinctly flavoured spices from the same fragrant tree. Mace is the outside covering of the nutmeg seed, with a more delicate flavour than the nutmeg seed. Also, I prefer to use cassia bark, rather than cinnamon sticks. However, making garam masala is not an exact science. If you find you are short of one spice, it isn’t a huge problem. To help you locate spices in a store or order them online, I have listed the Indian terms first, as many packets have the Indian name written more prominently than the English.

 



	Dalchini/cassia bark (often labelled as cinnamon)


	1 piece, 5 cm/2 inches long







	Laung/cloves


	8







	Bari kali elaichee/black cardamom (optional)


	4







	Choti hari elaichee/green cardamom


	12







	Kali mirch/black peppercorns


	1 tsp







	Jaiphal/nutmeg (freshly grated)


	¼ tsp







	Jaivitri/mace (crushed)


	¼ tsp







	Tej patta/Indian bay leaves


	2 large leaves









Warm a heavy-based frying pan (skillet) over a low–medium heat. If you have a tawa or cast-iron griddle pan, use that as the heat is more evenly distributed. Place a plate next to the pan, ready to transfer the roasted spices. Do not use paper towels as they will soak up the precious oils released by heating the spices. Heat each of the spices individually in the warm pan. (The Tej patta or Indian bay leaves do not necessarily need to be heated, see below.) The time this takes depends on the heat of the pan and size of the spices. Aim to warm the spices evenly, so keep turning them using a spoon.

When roasted, cassia bark darkens a couple of shades. Place an unroasted piece of cassia bark next to the pan so you can make a visual comparison with the bark you are roasting and gauge how much it has darkened. Cloves are easy to roast, as you can see their transformation. The base of the clove expands and brown patches appear. The moment that happens, take the cloves off the heat and spread out on the plate. Both the cardamom and the peppercorns can be roasted for 15–20 seconds before tipping onto the plate. The nutmeg and mace should be in the hot pan for only a few seconds.

Once cool, all the garam masala spices can be ground to a fine powder either in a spice grinder or with a pestle and mortar. If you are using a pestle and mortar, heat the Indian bay leaves in the pan for a few seconds to make them brittle and then crush them by hand before adding to the spices in the mortar. If using a spice grinder, break the Indian bay leaves into pieces and add them to the spices. Store in an airtight container.
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Panchporan

Very few recipes call for the five-seed spice blend known as panchporan. As you probably won’t use up a home-made panchporan mix that quickly, a better option is to buy a small quantity of a ready-made blend rather than buy quantities of each individual spice seed. Panchporan is almost always used whole.

Char magaz

The literal translation of char magaz is ‘four brains’. The ingredients that make up char magaz are packed with nutrients, which some people consider to have brain-boosting properties! Char magaz can be purchased ready packaged in Indian grocery stores and from online retailers, or you can make the mix yourself. The combination our family cook would use was musk melon seeds, watermelon seeds, pumpkin seeds and almonds. If you don’t have char magaz to hand, you can substitute finely ground almonds or pine nuts.

A note on seasoning

The amount of salt needed in a dish depends on your preference, so always taste to check the seasoning and adjust by adding a pinch more salt or sugar as necessary. Add just a small amount of salt initially and then taste and adjust throughout the cooking process. If you do happen to add too much salt to any dish, adding pieces of potato can help to ameliorate the effects as it will absorb some of the excess salt. Peel a large potato and cut it into quarters lengthwise. Add these potato pieces the pan and leave them in there for at least 15 minutes whilst the dish cooks. Using a slotted spoon, scoop out the potato pieces and either discard them or use them in another potato dish.
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Food for the soul

As a cook, you are the vehicle to heal and nourish the soul. Your food should feel like an embrace. This is my mother’s food philosophy. As one of five daughters, my mother is the only one who is an accomplished cook. At any family gathering or occasion, the responsibility to decide on a menu that will please everyone, then arrange and order the food, always falls to my mother. She seems to thrive in that role, taking pride in making sure all her guests are content during a meal.

It was only once I started cooking and serving my food to others that I fully understood this philosophy. I began hosting my first dawaats, or feasts, as a student in Cambridge. Most of the guests were South Asian in origin and the first thing I noticed was the silence that descended when the guests started eating – as if everything stopped for that moment. I knew then what my mother meant when she said one should cook to nourish the soul. I felt it in that moment of silence. My guests had been transported back home, back to another world, miles away from the spires of the university town of Cambridge. Food has the ability to carry you away to another moment and place, the aromas and flavours reminding you of a time when you ate something similar. With many of our guests at my restaurant Darjeeling Express, I witness that moment when they are eating – that silent moment





Aloo Bharta

Spicy potato mash v






















Zeera Aloo

Potatoes with cumin v















Courgette Sabzi v

















Tehri

Vegetable pulao v



























Tengri Kabab

Chicken drumstick kabab





















Chingri Bhaaja

Ghee-fried prawns


















Paneer

Home-made Indian cheese v














Karai Paneer

Stir-fried Indian cheese v























Learning from stories








Saag Paneer

Spinach with Indian cheese v





















Hari Phoolgobi

Broccoli with nigella seeds and egg v















Anda Curry

Hard-boiled eggs in gravy v






























Masoor Dal

Red lentils v


























Tamatar Bharta

Smoky mashed tomatoes v
















Baingan Aloo

Aubergine with potatoes v





















Masala Omelette v
























Palak Gosht

Meat with spinach

































Chicken Bharta

Shredded chicken with eggs in gravy
































Sukhi Bhindi

Sautéed okra with garlic v















Macher Malaikari

Fish in coconut milk



























Phali Ki Sabzi

Green beans with cumin seeds v



















Rogni Roti

Enriched unleavened bread v




















‘Why did you call your food business after a train?’








Spiced Himalayan Tea v



















Adrak Masala

Chai-spiced ginger tea v















Fruit Chaat v
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