
[image: cover]


[image: ]



[image: ]



        Introduction

        Naashta  Breakfast and Brunch

        Parathas, Please

        The Agony and the Egg-stacy

        Kazuri  Small and Beautiful Snacks and Nibbles

        The Samosa Sisterhood

        The Pickle Maker

        M’boga na Saladi  Vegetables and Salads

        Bhel Puri

        The Glee in Ghee

        Samaki  Fish and Shellfish

        Oysters

        Fish Fry

        Kuku na Nyama  Poultry and Meat

        Chicken

        Biryani: A Love Story

        Tamu Tamu  Sweet Things and Desserts

        The Guava Tree

        The Audacity of Rasgullas

        Ingredients

        With Thanks

    
[image: ]



Jikoni

means ‘kitchen’ in Kiswahili,

the spirited language spoken in Kenya, the country where I was born. I grew up in Nairobi, in a whitewashed house built by my bhaji (grandfather). Like many Indians before him, he left his native Punjab in the 1940s in search of work. Most of them worked as labourers building the railways – lines of neat-as-needlework stitches across wild terrain – to link Kenya with Uganda. Many later settled in Uganda, only to be expelled in the 1970s under the bloody regime of Idi Amin. Bhaji spent much of his time constructing properties in Kenya, but he also spent a great deal of it

falling in love with the red-earthed, blossoming landscape

of this tropical East African clime, so much so that he decided to lay down roots.

Our family was neither small nor quiet – there were six just in my nuclear clan, but the tradition of living with extended relations meant that there was anywhere between fifteen and twenty-five people in our house at any one time – a source of both cosiness and chaos. Mealtimes for a tribe that never seemed to stop breeding had to be handled with military precision, and every woman and girl was recruited to the cause, willingly or otherwise.

I was a reluctant assistant to my mother, who had a stern approach to all domestic duties. Taking pity on me, my grandfather would let me hop onto his strong broad shoulders, and take me off for a weekly treat. We would drive into town in his rickety Volkswagen and head straight for Sno Cream, a kitsch ice-cream parlour where gelatos like dreamy sherbet-hued clouds came in cut-glass dishes. It was over our love of the naughty-but-nice stuff that we bonded, and I think this was where my association of food with pleasure began. One day, in the season of the long rains,

when the garden bloomed madly and insects seemed to congregate

in every corner of it, bhaji bought me a little aluminium stove that could actually be lit with crumpled-up newspaper. I took to making towers of chapattis that were singed and bitter, but he would praise and encourage me, eating them with relish. This made me realise that feeding someone made love expand, and so I decided to embrace my kitchen duties.

After that I spent most of my time making a nuisance of myself, squeezed into a small jikoni full of women confidently throwing a series of fragrant seeds and pods into pots, gossiping in a unique patois made up of several inherited tongues including Swahili, Punjabi, Gujarati, Urdu, Hindi and English.

This was also my initiation into the secret language of cooks

– where recipes were never recorded in ink on paper, but sung down the generations like feminine gospels, until every daughter knew them off by heart. It was here that I felt truly alive, my every sense awake to the subtleties of the kitchen: the cheery whistle of a pressure cooker; the cloud of steam rising from an ochre broth gilded with turmeric, its sweet, sour, hot, salty and deeply, deeply spicy flavours all expertly balanced. My nose was acutely attuned to the potency of each spice my mother crushed in her crude stone pestle and mortar. Everything was safe. Everything was familiar.
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When I was seven, we made an abrupt voyage to England. Our usual trips to visit family in London had always been a merry-go-round of Fortnum & Mason, Hamleys and shiny biscuit tins, but after several weeks of living in a frigidly cold flat above a shambolic shop that was very much in need of a woman’s touch, it became clear that this trip was different, and we were not going back.

Homesickness was an ordeal I found difficult to shake off. I felt displaced and alienated, bullied at school for my foreign accent and NHS specs. I existed in a strange sort of suspended animation, carrying the burden of living between two worlds. I had been accustomed to creepers, colossal jamun trees and rugged, open terrain – my new landscape was barren, the horizon heavy with haggard buildings set against a terrifying Milky Way of artificial lights. I longed for the familiar, and for the foods that signified the familiar for me.

I developed a sensual nostalgia for the smell of wet, red Kenyan earth,

for the scent of guavas warming on the trees in the garden.

I can’t remember exactly how long it took me to settle – and even when I did, the dream of returning endured. Nostalgia makes the things you hastily leave behind feel more precious than ever: the favourite dolls, the language, the neat and beloved grandmother, the culture. But for me it was the distinctive taste and smell of home I missed the most. Eventually, the hole in my stomach and soul led me into our modest English kitchen with my mother, where we learnt to merge our old and new worlds. We occupied a hinterland where we fused new ingredients with our old traditions, unwittingly creating a new cuisine.

Our recipes displayed a rebellious spirit –

lawless concoctions that drew their influences from one nation and then another. We took the traditions of our ancestors and their regional home cooking and overlaid them with the reality of our new home and whatever its various food markets, delis, canteens and multicultural supermarkets had to offer on any given day. This is what I suppose could be loosely termed ‘immigrant cuisine’,

proudly inauthentic recipes that span geography, ethnicity and history.

It was in the kitchen that I found my sanctuary and made peace with my new nation. As I grew up and graduated to cooking alone, unaided by my mother, I realised that a kitchen might provide a little bout of perfection, disappearance and luxury, amid the stresses of constantly trying to fit in. I relished every opportunity to cook and, more importantly, to feed, quickly identifying that the happy stability of mealtimes – from breakfast to the very last titbit before bedtime – was just the tonic for an uprooted family. Even now, a day punctuated by great meals still really matters to me.

You could say that it was cooking that liberated me. In fact having a kitchen of one’s own could be considered, in the Virginia Woolf mode, a matter of personal freedom. Growing up in a patriarchal Punjabi family as daughter number four was at times stifling. I chafed at the constraints of what was permissible (embroidery, crochet, cooking for family, the oompah of the creaking harmonium at prayer ceremonies) and what was verboten (discos, climbing trees, boys, and dreaming of cooking for anyone other than your future husband and children).

Cooking is a highly skilled and often selfless endeavour, especially when it is women who are doing the feeding. As I watched my grandmother, mother, aunts and sisters join the cult of domesticity, I felt restless, and inwardly rebelled at the drudgery of it all. At the same time, I found solace in cookery books and cookery shows – powerful female role models like Madhur Jaffrey and Nigella Lawson gave me the faith that cookery could be a career prospect, rather than just a feminine duty.

Many years later, after graduating and working as a journalist, opportunity finally knocked and, unexpectedly, the career I had been daydreaming about all my life became a reality. I began writing about food, cooking at pop ups and doing private catering – until, finally, after a decade, I plucked up the courage to join the cohort of brilliant women at the helm of their own food establishments and opened Jikoni in 2016. Even now, in the restaurant kitchen, the maternal figures who shared their culinary wisdom with me stand alongside me, in spirit, at the pass. I feel immensely grateful to them for giving me the best education they knew. Instead of a brood of children, however, it is my guests I feed with the same love and affection they taught me when I was little.

It’s sustaining, it’s precious, and it’s what keeps me coming back to my jikoni.


        
            
                Naashta

                Breakfast and Brunch
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When I moved to this country aged seven, I didn’t feel at home for quite some time. Most nights I curled up next to my bone-tired mother, puffs of warm air blowing from her drooped mouth, relaxed and unsmiling in sleep. The bedroom, with its few pieces of makeshift furniture, looked out onto a main road, and the glare of car lights, foggy through the sheets we’d put up for curtains, seemed never to stop zipping across the horizon.

I tried everything – rote prayers, counting sheep, counting backwards from three hundred, reading in the dark – but I remained alert, twitching and bereft of sleep.

Sometimes I would pad to the kitchen in slippered feet,

stand for a few moments in the pale light of the fridge, peel and eat a clementine from the fruit bowl, and then shuffle back to bed, to finally fall asleep just as the rising sun bathed the room in light.

Being suddenly uprooted from a familiar landscape and thrust into an unfamiliar one left me rattled and anxious. I was freaking out – I transferred the worry in my parents’ hushed voices onto my small, sloping shoulders. My stretching and yawning through school the next day was evidence of a sleepless body, a restless mind, a worrier.

It took me a few years to figure out how to unravel myself out of this tense fold, but I did. I finally discovered that a meditation on meals was a welcome distraction from the weary tedium of insomnia. I drifted off planning meals – particularly breakfast – and woke up woozy, but with a sharp appetite.

There is a certain optimism about breakfast.

If you find yourself, mug of hot tea in hand, with a stack of generously buttered toast in front of you, you know that things could be much worse.

While weekday breakfasts can be pressurised, weekend brunches should be savoured. I still yearn for my mother’s Sunday-morning parathas – fried flatbreads that are India’s equivalent of a fry-up. Of course there are no eggs, bacon or sausages, but there is still the seductive sizzle of something hissing in a pan, burnished and golden. These gave me the taste for something other than just bacon (though I can never resist a crisp rasher or two) for breakfast. So – if you find yourself unable to sleep at night, plan breakfast or brunch for yourself or someone you love in the morning.

It makes things better,
 always.



Overnight Tapioca Porridge with Passion Fruit and Coconut Caramel Bananas

For some, tapioca is a rediscovery of the past – of that squishy British milk pudding, which was at worst a lumpy unsavoury paste, at best sublime and creamy. But in Asia, tapioca pearls are mainly cooked with some form of milk, from coconut to condensed, to make rich and refreshing desserts that are often served with fruit.

Tapioca is less about flavour and more about its texture, which is both brilliant and absurd, with more than a passing resemblance to frogspawn. This delicate porridge reminds me of the taste and smell of my grandmother’s fruit bowl in Kenya, which was never without a few ripe bananas and some wrinkly, geriatric passion fruit. The sharpness of the passion fruit balances the sweetness of the caramelised bananas wonderfully.

SERVES 6

125g small tapioca pearls

150ml coconut milk

250g condensed milk

4 passion fruit

Chopped pistachios or flaked almonds, to serve

For the coconut caramel bananas

100g soft brown sugar

100ml coconut milk

4 small bananas, peeled and cut into slices

•Thoroughly rinse the tapioca pearls under cold running water in a large sieve until the water runs clear, then tip into a large heatproof bowl.

•In a small saucepan, bring the coconut milk to a simmer, then pour over the tapioca, along with the condensed milk. Once cool, cover and leave in the refrigerator overnight to swell up and chill.

•In the morning, stir in the pulp from the passion fruit and loosen the tapioca with some cold coconut milk if it is a little too thick.

•For the coconut caramel bananas, combine the sugar and coconut milk in a saucepan and heat until the sugar has dissolved and the milk has come to the boil. Reduce the heat to a low simmer, place the bananas in the milk and cook for about 5 minutes, turning gently, until they are lightly caramelised.

•Divide the tapioca between six small bowls or glass dishes. Spoon the bananas on top and sprinkle with some chopped pistachios or flaked almonds for a pleasing crunch.
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Overnight Tapioca Porridge with Passion Fruit and Coconut Caramel Bananas




Banana and Cardamom Lassi

SERVES 4

2 ripe bananas

500g yoghurt

200ml whole milk

Seeds from 4 green cardamom pods, crushed

Ice – optional

Lassi is a tangy sweet-and-sour drink that takes its roots from my ancestral state of Punjab. At its purest it is made from yoghurt and water either sweetened with sugar or made savoury with salt and a little cumin. Of all the fruit lassis, mango is probably the most popular, but really you can use whatever fruits you find languishing in your fruit bowl. I always seem to have too many ripe bananas, which are so sweet that I never need to add any honey or sugar to sweeten my lassi, just some invigorating cardamom for a little punch. The bananas add a sort of custardy heft and body – a long swig of this at breakfast will really set you up for the day.

•This couldn’t be simpler. Simply place all the ingredients in a blender. Whizz enthusiastically and then pour into tall glasses to serve. Pour the lassi over ice if you are after something extra-refreshing.


Jaggery and Fennel Seed Granola

MAKES ENOUGH TO FILL A 2-LITRE CONTAINER

500g jumbo rolled oats

100g almonds

100g hazelnuts

50g cashew nuts

100g jaggery, grated

100g clear honey

2 tbsp groundnut oil

½ tsp ground cinnamon

2 heaped tsp fennel seeds, toasted and lightly crushed

100g dates, chopped

100g dried apricots, chopped

100g dried baby figs, cut in half

Milk or yoghurt, to serve

I have fine-tuned this recipe over the years, and the end result is a nutty, fruity bowl of breakfast bliss. Roasting the granola tickles a wonderfully deep toasty flavour out of the nuts and oats, and the fennel seeds and jaggery are great for kick-starting your digestive system.

•Preheat the oven to 180°C/Fan 160°C/Gas Mark 4 and line a large baking tray with baking parchment.

•Mix together the oats, nuts and jaggery in a heatproof bowl.

•In a saucepan, gently heat the honey and oil, then stir in the cinnamon and fennel seeds.

•Pour the warm syrup over the oats and nuts and toss to coat. Spread out over the baking tray and bake for 15 minutes until crisp and golden brown.

•Leave to cool on the tray, then break up any big clumps and mix in the dried fruit. The granola will keep in an airtight container for a month.

•Serve with milk or yoghurt.



Parathas,
   Please

In mainstream Indian restaurants, the paratha has often been a culinary nobody, overshadowed by the fluffier naans glistening with butter or the flaccid handkerchief of a roti. At first glance parathas may seem unremarkable, but when they’re done right, these buttery, flaky flatbreads are far more than just a vehicle to carry meat and vegetable curries into your mouth. I can never resist the tender, crisp chew of any paratha, but my favourites are the stuffed varieties, filled with anything from meat or potatoes to unripe green papaya and grated daikon. They are a meal in themselves.

Unsurprisingly, it was my mother who taught me how to make parathas – a graduation permitted only once I had mastered a beginner’s chapatti. Before I was even allowed to try rolling one, there were years of studying the master at work.

I would stand on a red plastic stool so l could reach the worktop, and watch her knead the dough,

then deftly roll it out and slap it on a tawa,1 a relic bought or inherited well before I was born. She never followed a recipe, but just went on instinct – eyeballing the dry ingredients as she brought them together with just enough water to make a firm but springy dough. She’d roll the fist of dough around the steel paraath2 until it picked up every last fleck of sticky flour and the metal was shiny and almost spotless again.

Stuffing parathas requires dexterity. You need to lay just the right amount of filling onto a flattened disc of dough and then pinch the sides of the atta3 over the stuffing so it is tightly encased and sealed, and will not spill out when flattened into a larger, thinner circle with a rolling pin. While shaping parathas may seem daunting, the dough itself is pretty much foolproof – you can whizz it up in a food processor in a couple of minutes and, unlike yeasted dough, it needs no time to rise. The rest is simply down to practice.




1flat cast-iron pan

2shallow dish for kneading dough

3dough
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