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NOTES


• Both metric and imperial measurements are used in the recipes. Follow one set of measurements throughout as they are not necessarily interchangeable.


• All spoon measurements are level, unless specified otherwise.


5 ml = 1 teaspoon


15 ml = 1 tablespoon


• Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature.


• Butter is always unsalted, unless specified otherwise.


• Eggs are always UK large/US extra-large.


• Herbs are always fresh, unless specified otherwise.


• All vegetables are peeled, unless specified otherwise.


• When a recipe calls for the grated zest of citrus fruit, use unwaxed fruit and wash well before using.


• Uncooked or partially cooked eggs should not be served to the very old, frail, young children, pregnant women or those with compromised immune systems.


• Recipes have been labelled with the following icons where relevant:
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[image: Bowl of Malaysian curry with pumpkin pieces served over rice and topped with herbs and fried shallots.]




TIDE’S RETURN


The sea along Malaysia’s East Coast stretches out before me, waves rising and falling in a steady, unhurried rhythm. The air is thick with salt and tropical heat, sweat gathering on my skin, cooled now and then by the soft breath of the sea breeze. There’s a quiet vastness here, something ancient yet deeply familiar, as if it’s always been part of me.


These shores have carried the weight of centuries. In the 1600s, this part of Malaysia was ruled by Che Siti Wan Kembang, a warrior queen whose leadership defied expectations. Her legacy, a symbol of matriarchal strength and resilience, lives on through generations of women, including my grandmother. This is her birthplace, the wellspring of her life.


The name Malaysia itself carries meaning, a blend of Malay, the ethnic group that forms the majority of the country’s population, and sia, which in Latin means land or state. Malay Land. A place where culture, language and food are rooted in centuries of history, where the spice trade once bridged East and West, and where the rhythms of daily life from the tides, the earth and the harvest still shape the people who live here.


The Malay community, from which she and I both come, was once the sovereign of the peninsula. Although colonial rule reshaped borders and blended diverse influences, the spirit of the Malay people endures, most powerfully through our cuisine.


It’s been years since I last stood here, yet it feels like I never truly left. I avoided coming back for so long, but deep down, I always knew I would.


And in this quiet, my thoughts find their way to her. Che Aminah, my late grandmother.


The woman who raised me, nourished me and folded the shape of my identity into every dish she lovingly prepared.


PART 1: THE SOIL THAT SHAPES US


They say certain places never really leave us. For me, Malaysia was one of those places. Layered, familiar, and never quite simple.


Growing up as the middle child among all male siblings, I often felt out of place. I was a gentle child and saw the world in my own way. But in my grandmother’s kitchen, I felt safe, loved and understood. Spending time there, I belonged. I was not misunderstood or out of place; I could simply be myself.


My grandmother was born in Pasir Mas, Kelantan, a place known as Golden Sands. She had a tough childhood, full of loss and rejection, but she never held bitterness, only generosity. She married my grandfather, a soldier in the British Malaya army, and left her birthplace behind to build a life shaped by constant movement. The barracks became their family’s shifting home.


In those kitchens, she learned from the women around her, gathering recipes and skills from across Malaysia. Her dishes began to appear at community gatherings, weddings and celebrations, with each plate carrying not just flavour but a quiet resilience, a story of survival, hope and belonging.


When Malaysia gained independence from the British government in 1957, my grandparents built their permanent home and settled in Taiping, a little village in the state of Perak in north-west Malaysia. As my grandad bid farewell to his military career, my grandmother established her food catering service, pouring her heart and soul into every dish she created.
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PART 2: THE HEART OF OUR BEING


My parents had married young, still balancing their university studies when I was born, so my paternal grandparents stepped in to raise me. People often called my grandmother Che Aminah kaya, which translates as ‘Che Aminah (is) rich’. She was not rich in money, but in generosity. She gave more, shared more, even when she had so little. Now, at this stage of my life, I wonder if her generosity grew from the hardships she faced as a child, when love and kindness were scarce, and she had almost nothing. Once her catering business took off, helping others became second nature to her. Even when others were envious, she kept her head down and gave back quietly. Through food, her generosity shone. People in need often came to her, sometimes for money, sometimes for a meal, and she never turned them away. She was known for always cooking extra, making sure there was enough for the helpers, the neighbours and anyone who happened to drop by. I saw firsthand how she lived the concept of rezeki (blessings) meant to be shared with others. She would tell me that not everything we have is truly ours, and that giving never makes a person poor.


My earliest memories are of spending time in her kitchen. It was my playground. She had two kitchens, one inside for family meals and one outside for her catering work. The outdoor kitchen was always alive with women peeling onions, huge pots bubbling over open fires and the hum of conversation. I would sit nearby, feet swinging from a low stool, watching her move from one pot to another with ease, giving instructions and sharing laughs, turning humble ingredients into feasts. In those moments, I was not just her grandchild, I was her chosen companion, her little shadow.


Early morning trips to the market were always exciting to me. Even when I was still sleepy. Just as dawn broke, we’d start at the wet market, where the freshest catches lay like treasures on ice. From there, we moved to the vegetable stalls, her list in one hand, as I held tightly to her other. I watched her inspect bright red chillies/chiles, knobbly turmeric, flowery tamarind skin, fragrant lemongrass and pandan leaves. At the coconut milk stall, we paused for fresh milk, shredded coconut and delicate flakes. Her basket held a secret blend of spices, mixed the night before and ready for the grinder. Along the way, we stopped for breakfast, nasi lemak (see page 77) and iced tea, my favourite. She was in her element, greeting everyone she knew. The colours, smells and energy of the market felt alive, a world she understood well and quietly shared with me.
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By the time Eid al-Fitr arrived, all those market mornings came to life in her cooking. Villagers would spill into our home, drawn by the promise of her food. One dish always stole the show, her Ayam Kenduri Kahwin, or Matrimonial Chicken (see page 166). It was her signature, the dish everyone requested at every catering job she took on. She transformed simple ingredients like chicken, onions, tomato ketchup, chillies and coconut milk into the perfect expression of Malay flavours. In a single mouthful, you tasted sweet caramelized onions, tangy tomato, mellowed chilli heat and the fragrance of ginger, all wrapped in creamy coconut milk. It was the first dish I cooked in London, my debut in Malay cooking abroad, and even now it’s a crowdpleaser at my supper clubs.


Her kitchen was more than a place for meals. It was where both our identities were shaped.


As fate would have it, my grandmother’s story in the kitchen came to an end when she was diagnosed with autoimmune disease at the age of 59. It was a heartbreaking time for our family, as she could no longer indulge in the flavours that had brought her so much joy. The simple act of adding salt to her meals, a staple in every recipe, became impossible because of her condition. Her identity and purpose in life had been taken away, and with it, the flair in her spirit faded.


When she passed away in 2011, the air seemed to lose its fragrance, and grief settled quietly around us. Visitors came to pay their respects, but her treasured recipe book was stolen by those seeking a piece of her legacy. At the time, I wasn’t bothered, and no one in the family seemed to care since none of us planned to continue her catering business. Looking back, I realize how wrong we were. They didn’t just take a book; they took a part of the heritage she had lovingly written and preserved for our family.


PART 3: HEALING THROUGH REMEMBERING


Two years later, I boarded a plane to the UK to continue my studies, but in hindsight, I was also escaping my grief. I thought if I placed an ocean between myself and my loss, the ache might soften.


Life in a foreign land felt vast, liberating, yet lonely. Faces were kind but unfamiliar, and passing words sometimes cut deeper than I expected. I realized homesickness was not just missing a place or a person, it was missing the version of yourself that truly belonged somewhere. At times, I felt adrift, caught between two worlds, not fully claimed by either.


And yet there was the kitchen. It became my shelter.


I began gathering my grandmother’s recipes through my memories of her, piecing them together with help from my aunts and my father. Recreating her dishes became a private ritual of mourning. I cooked not just to grieve, but to remember her in moments of joy, tasting and adjusting until each flavour matched the memory I held of her kitchen.


Even after more than a decade in the UK, I visited every Malaysian restaurant I could find. Not just for the food, but to train my palate, to compare and learn, and to find the flavours my grandmother used to create. Most offered a glimpse of Malaysian cuisine, but very few captured the heart of the Malay dishes I grew up with.


This is how The Malay Cook came to be. What began as a way to honour my grandmother’s legacy grew into something deeper. A way to rebuild my own identity. I started hosting supper clubs and selling Malay sauces, and it became a celebration of my Malay roots intertwined with the branches I have grown here. Through it all, I found my community.


For me, cooking is not just about repeating the past. It is a living language that carries the flavours of my heritage while embracing the rhythms of the country I now call home. It is where memory and imagination meet, reshaped but still true, keeping the food vibrant, relevant and full of life, far from the soil where it first began. In blending these worlds, both parts of my identity grow together. I no longer have to choose who I am. They exist as one, whole and real.
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Writing this reminds me why I share these stories. Memories and the histories they carry can be lost so easily. This book keeps my grandmother’s recipes alive, shared as she intended, while also letting me share my own voice through cooking. It’s a reminder to cherish and pass on the dishes that hold our memories and love, combining her recipes with mine, so both our stories live on. And that’s because every time I’m in the kitchen, I’m there again. A child on a low stool, watching her, held safe in the heart of her kitchen and by the love that built me.
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THE MALAY TABLE


A STORY OF TRADE, TASTE & IDENTITY


It is spring in my flat in South East London. Outside, the trees are just starting to bud, a green haze against the cool air. In my kitchen, shallots slowly caramelize in oil, buttery and rich, while the Malay four sibling spices (star anise, cardamom, cinnamon and clove) join the pot. Their warm, sweet and woody aromas mingling with the citrusy, earthy scent of ginger and lemongrass. A pot of rice steams quietly at the back. Its pandan fragrance fills the room, a soft vanilla scent with a hint of grassy notes. A gulai simmers on the stove, coconut milk turning golden with turmeric. The blender breaks fresh chillies/chiles into a deep red paste. It’s not the stone mortar of my childhood, but it still carries the same promise of something worth waiting for.


Cooking like this reminds me why understanding Malay food is the first step to understanding Malaysian food, and why neither has ever belonged to just one place.


That story naturally leads to Malacca, a city on the south-western coast of present-day Malaysia. In the 1500s, this small fishing village became one of the great ports of the world, as vital as Venice, Cairo or Canton. Its position on the Strait of Malacca linked the Indian Ocean to the South China Sea, turning it into a meeting point for spice traders from China, India, the Arab world and later Europe. They brought star anise and soy from China, curry leaves and fenugreek from India, rose water from Arabia and tomatoes and chillies from the Portuguese. Malay kitchens blended these into everyday cooking, creating flavours that are now considered distinctly Malay.


On a Malay dining table, rice is always at the centre. Usually steamed, and sometimes scented with pandan. It is easy to see why the states of Kedah and Kelantan, with their fertile paddy fields, once fed much of South East Asia. Around the rice, the lauk, or side dishes, are placed all at once rather than in courses. Growing up, dinner was when everyone gathered, reaching for what they liked, tasting and passing dishes around. It was never just about the food. Eating together was how we shared our day, showed care and stayed connected to each other’s lives.


Traditionally, rice and lauk are eaten with the right hand, fingers scooping and pressing the food just so. A rhythm that feels instinctive and personal. Colonial times brought forks, knives and spoons, and over time the spoon often replaced the hand for neatly scooping rice. When I first moved to London, I experienced first-hand the assumption that all Asians know how to use chopsticks, but they’ve never been part of Malay food culture. In a Malay meal, it’s still the hand that connects you to the food.


This closeness at the table is mirrored in the food itself. Across Malaysia, flavour changes with geography. In the north – Penang, Perlis and Kedah – dishes are bright, sharp and hot, echoing Thai influences. In the south and central states, Indonesian flavours lend sweetness and creaminess. But everywhere, the food carries the same character: a willingness to take what the world offers and make it Malay.


What sets Malay food apart from the rest of South East Asian flavours is its balance. No single taste is allowed to dominate. Sweet plays against sour, coconut creaminess against savoury depth, each held in check so the whole is harmonious. It’s the kind of cooking I grew up with, and the balance I still chase in my own kitchen.


This balance comes from a few key elements. Aromatic herbs like lemongrass, coriander, turmeric leaf and laksa leaves bring freshness and fragrance, while chilli adds heat and brightness. Coconut milk provides lemak manis, a rich creamy umami depth, and the empat sekawan, or four sibling spices, of star anise, cinnamon, cardamom and clove, lend warmth and complexity. Protein such as chicken, beef or fish is stewed until tender in these spice-rich sauces, and turmeric brightens colour and lifts any raw flavours from the meat and seafood. Together, these elements create the layered, harmonious flavours that make Malay cooking stand out.


The way a dish is cooked tells a story too. Malay cooks use two main sautéing methods: tumis basah, or wet sauté, and tumis darat, dry sauté. Tumis basah means gently frying the spice paste in oil until it reaches pecah minyak – when the oil rises to the top. It reminds me of how Italians slow cook their tomatoes in olive oil to coax out depth and sweetness. Tumis darat works the other way around: raw ingredients simmer in coconut milk while the aromatics are fried separately and added at the end. It echoes Indian tempering and is often the final touch, adding a fragrant layer to the dish.


The way we cook doesn’t just shape flavour, it shapes our identity too. In Malay kitchens, technique is often the key to knowing where a dish belongs. This is why it’s important for me to distinguish Malay gulai from what the West calls curry. ‘Curry’ is a colonial shortcut, grouping all Asian-spiced gravies together. Gulai is purely Malay, with coconut milk first and spices second. Indian curry does the reverse, letting spices lead and adding coconut milk only sometimes. We only call a dish ‘curry’ if it carries this Indian influence. It is not just about cooking technique. Gulai belongs to the Malay table, and it speaks in its own voice.


Sambal is another part of Malay cooking that lives in its own space. This chilli paste can be cooked in oil until it separates and darkens, like in Aubergine Sambal (see page 85) or Shredded Chicken Sambal (see page 58). Some sambals are fresh and tangy, like Vinaigrette Sambal (see page 26), while others are dry-fried before being blitzed with hot broth like soy sauce sambal (see page 152). However it is made, sambal is always present and always important.


Malay food has a long and fascinating history shaped by trade, by blending cultures, and by a bold willingness to make the world’s flavours its own. It has found a place in every corner of Malaysia’s culinary story. And this openness didn’t just mix flavours, it created entirely new cuisines, each with its own character. Take Peranakan, or Nyonya cuisine: it combines Chinese recipes with the Malay approach to cooking. Kristang married Portuguese techniques with local ingredients. Chitty Malay drew from Indian cooking, while the Mamak stalls of Indian Muslim traders became part of street life. Even the British left their mark with afternoon tea, now served with kuih, the colourful steamed sweets and savoury treats.


With The Malay Cook, I hope to keep that story alive. I want to show how central Malay food is to Malaysian cuisine, and celebrate its warmth, its openness and its wonderfully rich, plural identity.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is, above all, a recipe book – one made for everyday cooking, even with all the stories and history woven through it. The chapters are shaped around the layered flavours of Malay food, written for the way we cook and eat today. There’s something for every moment – savoury snacks and sweet treats for any time of day, Malay kerabu to add freshness to your salad routine, and rice dishes that sit at the centre of every Malay meal.


Alongside these are the sides – plant-based, seafood, poultry and meat dishes, with several inspired by my late grandmother. More than half the recipes are vegetarian friendly, and when time is short, one-pot dishes bring Malay flavours to the table with minimal effort. With just a food processor and a pan, you already have everything you need. Once you understand the foundations, trust your instincts – agak-agak (a Malay term meaning ‘roughly’ or ‘by feel’) encourages you to season and adjust each dish according to your own taste, making the flavours truly your own.




IN MY MALAY KITCHEN


Living in the UK has meant adapting traditional Malay cooking to what’s available locally. Through trial and error, I’ve recreated the flavours I grew up with while keeping my cooking practical and sustainable. Many ingredients are easy to find or can be frozen to keep on hand, reducing waste and making everyday cooking easier. If you don’t fancy something, feel free to swap using The Malay Flavour Table (see pages 20–21).


NASI / RICE


Central to everyday Malay cooking is rice, and here I use basmati, a long-grain aromatic variety with a low glycaemic index. I usually soak it for 15–30 minutes, then rinse until the water runs clear to remove excess starch for fluffier, less sticky grains. For two servings of plain white rice, use 150 g/¾ cup rice to 280 ml/generous 1 cup water and follow the method in the rice chapter (see pages 69–79).


REMPAH RATUS / SPICES


My everyday spices are the Malay four siblings (star anise, cardamom, cinnamon and clove), cumin, coriander, fennel and fenugreek seeds to enhance depth of flavour. They’re accessible in supermarkets and last for a while in your spice cupboard.


SANTAN & KELAPA PARUT / COCONUT MILK & SHREDDED COCONUT


Coconut milk adds creamy sweetness and nutty undertones to Malay dishes, while shredded coconut and flakes offers texture and depth of flavour. I always choose coconut milk with at least 60% or more coconut extract, and use coconut milk and block from Asian countries, as it’s naturally sweeter and has a more nuanced flavour compared to other producers.


BAWANG MERAH / BANANA SHALLOTS


Traditional Malay cooking uses different onions but for easier access, I’ve found the perfect balance by using medium-sized banana shallots, which offer sweetness, a gentle aroma and a subtle hint of garlic.


GULA MELAKA / PALM SUGAR


This is a traditional sweetener revered in Malay cooking for its rich, caramel-like sweetness, elevating the flavours of both savoury dishes and desserts. Compared to white sugar, palm sugar has a lower glycaemic index and higher content of potassium and protein, making it a healthier option.


ASAM JAWA / ASSAM / TAMARIND


Tamarind, or asam jawa, brings a tangy, slightly sweet note to Malay dishes, balancing acidity with subtle caramel undertones. The darker Indian variety has a rich, treacle-like flavour that deepens sauces, while I prefer the milder Thai paste for its lighter colour and gentle taste. You can also use assam skin, the dried outer shell of the assam fruits, available in Asian groceries, for a natural, earthy tang.


CILI / CHILLIES


In my kitchen I stick to using three types of chillies/ chiles. Red birds eye chillies are small, fiery and punchy, and best used raw in condiments as you’ll see in the recipes. Fresh large chillies are often used as garnishes, while for chilli-based cooking, I prefer store-bought dried mild chilli flakes. Spice level is such a personal thing, and everyone has their own preferences. So, choose the chilli flakes that suit your taste.


KACANG TANAH / GROUND PEANUTS


I love nuts and always keep store-bought roasted salted ground peanuts in a sealed container.


DAUN SUP & BAWANG / CORIANDER & SPRING ONION


Often used as a garnish, the flavours provide contrast to rich or spicy dishes in this book.


DAUN KESUM / VIETNAMESE CORIANDER / LAKSA LEAVES


This is my favourite herb in the whole universe. It gives off a fragrant, herbal aroma with hints of citrus and spice, and it’s sweeter than other types of basil.


[image: A table set with various bowls of food, prominently featuring a bowl of chili among them.]


DAUN PANDAN / SCREWPINE / PANDAN LEAVES


Pandan leaves, often hailed as the ‘vanilla of South East Asia’, lend a sweet, floral, grassy aroma especially to desserts and rice-based delicacies. In some recipes in this book, vanilla is used as a convenient substitute for pandan.
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