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Praise for the book


‘Sadaf is an honest and humble man. His approach towards food is about adding a pinch of nostalgia with some great flavours. This book is not just recipes but stories from his personal life that everyone can relate to. While reading, this book will take you back in time and serve you an awesome meal that you will not forget soon. In fact, it will bring you back to the book for more. Sadaf has a keen sense of flavours, and has these skills coupled with an unrelenting passion towards cooking.’ – Kunal Kapur, celebrity chef and media personality


‘This is a book that has been waiting to be written. I am delighted that Sadaf has undertaken this task with his trademark unpretentiousness, boundless curiosity and the knowledge of what makes a good story.’ – Marryam H. Reshii, author of The Flavour of Spice


‘Sadaf takes you on a memorable recipe journey to showcase the diverse cuisine of the Muslim communities in India. Make sure you’re gorging on some Bihari Kebabs while you dive into this excellent read.’ – Saransh Goila, celebrity chef and founder of Goila Butter Chicken




You can’t just eat good food. You’ve got to talk about it too. And you’ve got to talk about it to somebody who understands that kind of food.


– Kurt Vonnegut, Jailbird




Foreword


Food has the power to connect different worlds, different generations and different cultures. My travels to different parts of the world have taught me a lot, and more often than not, the dishes I serve all have a story within. As a chef, it is important for me to create a story on the plate and so I’m constantly seeking tales to tell.


The beauty of a good food book is that one always discovers a new way to handle familiar ingredients. No matter how well you know a place or a community there will always be someone who makes a dish differently in their kitchen, and has a unique style of narrating their stories. In this carefully curated book, Sadaf brings to light old recipes for a new audience from the Muslim community’s culinary history, which is shown to be far more diverse than presumed.


I met Sadaf for the first time in 2016 when he was auditioning for the MasterChef India show. A determined man, he often surprised us with the dishes he presented, and always sought to improve his dishes with every review. I am delighted to know that after MasterChef Sadaf has forged his own path. His penchant for storytelling has ensured that he has injected the art in whatever he does, whether while cooking, presenting food shows or writing online. It is fitting that his first book is one of food stories.


Often, it is the light-heartedness of a shared meal or the memory of a great dish that we treasure when looking back on life. The beauty of a dastarkhān is that it is an invitation to share a meal, as stories are swapped after a long day. It is this sense of community that has been so effectively evoked and sets this book apart.


In these exciting times when people are always ready to try something new, Sadaf’s book brings to life old tricks of the trade and reminds readers of an elegant time of slow-cooked dishes and elaborate meals. While we are used to sharing stories of ourselves around food, this is the story of food itself, and Sadaf has captured it in his characteristic style. His writing is simple and nostalgic, and this book is reminiscent of who he is as a person.


Sadaf has made an honest effort in documenting the stories and recipes, and maintains the romance of food through his mouth-watering narration. I hope this book inspires many others to document the stories of dishes from their own communities, because one should never take for granted these quintessential moments of life.


Chef Vikas Khanna




Introduction


MY RELATIONSHIP WITH FOOD is beyond words. Ammi sometimes jokingly narrates two stories from my childhood which hinted at an early attachment to food, and my future career. When I was about two years old, my Nanna (grandmother) was giving me an oil massage, rubbing down my back. Usually, I’d cry during this process but on that particular day she noticed I was quiet. What she hadn’t realized was that I was silent because I was busy eating a chocolate I had managed to grab hold of. When she turned me over, she found me happily chewing on it. The second story has to do with why I liked going to school; I went, not to study, but because I’d get to eat three meals in the span of three hours between 7 and 10 a.m. In fact, I remember getting my first ‘catering order’ while still at school. Every 5 September, on Teacher’s Day, we would bring snacks and cakes with us to school for our teachers. My first order came from my classmates; they’d asked for a sponge cake. I was very excited and together, Ammi and I made a half-pound soft and moist cake and sold it for ₹50.


As my curiosity about food grew, I started spending more time in the kitchen watching milk boil, observing my aunts grind spices on the sil-batta, watching Baby Aunty, our house help, cook. The sound of food being cooked was music to my ears. Soon enough I wanted to learn how to do it myself, and this was my entry into the world of cooking.


I don’t hold a degree in the culinary arts nor do I have any professional cooking courses under my belt. My zeal to learn all I could about food simply led me to observe people and their mannerisms in the kitchen – how they chopped vegetables, stirred pots or put spices in a pan. I like calling myself ‘khansama’, which is the Urdu word for cook. I have learned from the masters and ustads of food their respective specialities, in their own environment. I have learned from pani-puri walas, cooks in dhabas, roadside vendors, food enthusiasts, YouTube videos, TV shows and chefs at fancy restaurants.


I’ve also learned a lot from just watching my own family cook. When the whole Hussain clan (the paternal side of my family) would meet at our ancestral home, Fazal Manzil, in Sasaram, Bihar, we would only talk about food. This tradition is still alive and till date, when we meet in Delhi, our conversations rarely involve politics or other worldly problems. The most important topic is, and always has been, food.


Again, I’m lucky to have learned from the best. Ammi’s love for food is on a different level. Her favourite phrase in the whole wide world is: ‘Khana kha lo.’ (Eat food.) Even as we are finishing our lunch, she often asks us what we would like to eat for dinner. She learned how to cook from her own ammi (my Nanna), who, in turn, is the grand chef of the family. I have found it simply impossible to go on a diet when staying with Ammi. She always serves the heaviest and creamiest food on the very day I plan to start a diet. Once, I remember telling her that I was planning to go on a low-carb diet for a week but came home to find that she had made gajar halwa and biryani for dinner. Surprised, I asked her why she had chosen that day (of all days) to make this food, suggesting I skip the meal. To this she scoffed and said, ‘Start your diet tomorrow.’ You see what I mean?


When you come from a family like mine, one is always surrounded by amazing delicacies, and it is very difficult to not want to talk about them all the time. Growing up, it quickly dawned on me that I wanted to do more than just talk about food; I wanted to be involved in the food industry. I never had the chance to actively pursue a culinary career, but I knew that it was my calling. When I moved to Delhi for work, I decided it was time to give my dream a try. To give myself a break from the strain of my day job, I started a pop-up café called Bread and Better with my friend Manasi. We worked out of the kitchens of friends and family, and hosted friends and strangers alike for a pop-up meal once a month.


It was this entrepreneurial experience that gave me the confidence to audition for and later compete on MasterChef India in 2016. Cooking for three masters, chefs Kunal Kapur, Vikas Khanna and Zorawar Kalra, was no easy task. Each contestant had to put their best plate forward every day. We learned to cook in high-pressure environments, and to cope with this pressure I put myself on a strict schedule to discipline myself. I’d get up at 5.30 a.m. to go for a run. I’d run 8 kilometres every day, from Bandra to Juhu Chowpatty, and spend some time alone on the beach, watching the waves. I would sit there for a while, listening to the birds, watching people run with their dogs and the garbage trucks make their rounds. Then, I’d head back to our hotel by 7.30 a.m. to get ready and leave for the shoot by 9 a.m., returning only at 9 or 10 p.m. The contestants would hang out together for a while, eating and chatting, and then we’d go to our rooms to learn more about dishes and plating styles, finally going to sleep by midnight. The intense experience that was MasterChef made me realize that I needed to take my love for food out of the kitchens and into the world. I wanted to make people fall in love with food, the way I do when I cook.


I come from a culture with a rich culinary tradition, and I’m aware that it is impossible to do justice to the variety that is Indian Muslim food. There are many stories to tell from within it, revolving around meals. Growing up, Abbi told me that Muslims can eat anything as long as one is aware of the food being halal or haram. Islam puts food into three categories: halal (allowed), haram (prohibited) and makruh (strictly to be avoided as abominable). The traditional Muslim way of eating is very different, a mukhtalif (distinct) style. In a traditional Muslim household, food is always served on a yellow cloth placed neatly on the floor. This cloth is called a ‘dastarkhān’, which finds its origin in Persian. On this, food is served on big shared platters. The dastarkhān is a meeting point, around which the whole family gathers to enjoy a meal. Once seated, someone comes around to help those seated wash their hands before and after dining.


Chitrita Banerji, in her book Eating India, writes: ‘It is often easy to forget that the arrival of the Muslims was the first major external influence to radically reshape cooking and eating in India.’1 Sultans, Shahs, Mughals, Nizams and Nawabs, all of these ruling dynasties changed the way Indians cooked their food. These periods saw the creation of dishes meant for royalty, commoners, labourers and warriors.


There is a popular quip that Muslims are ‘pure non-vegetarians’. Now, I’m not saying this is entirely untrue, but bracketing them as a people that are fond of only non-vegetarian fare is only half the truth. It was a challenge to find vegetarian dishes to include in this book, and my research yielded not too many results, but a podcast by Shaykh Hamza Yusuf, an American-Islamic scholar, points out that meat is not a necessity in Shari’ah, and that in the old days Muslims could only eat meat once a week, on Fridays, if they were wealthy, and only on Eid if they were poor.2


Another common misconception is that Muslim food consists of just biryani and kebabs. No doubt, these dishes are the brand ambassadors of Muslim cuisine, and one will most definitely be served at least one of these two dishes at a Muslim house, but there is a range of vegetarian and non-vegetarian dishes with complex backgrounds and interesting origins that most people know little of. In this book, there is no recipe for biryani since it is already well-known. Instead, my aim is to broaden the horizon of what we know about Muslim cooking. The dishes I present, often, are similar to those eaten in non-Muslim households, but there are variations in the technique, and it is this nuance that I’d like to bring to your plate.


My love for history, research and storytelling led to the creation of my blog and, now, this book about food history and food stories. It is my pleasure to give you thirty stories and recipes of dishes from different families and cities that connect back to my own kitchen and experiences.


From my beautiful Bilqis Manzil and Fazal Manzil, to Ramgarh and Ranchi, and then the lanes of Khirki Extension in Delhi, my love for food has come a long way. I present to you Daastan-e-Dastarkhān, a tale of various tables. This book is an attempt to explore the unexplored and lesser-known dishes of families, restaurants and small eateries. These dishes are not necessarily ‘Islamic’, simply because food has no religion, but they do find their origin in kitchens which belonged to Muslim families of yesteryears and till date continue to be found in many Muslim homes. I hope the stories presented offer you a different facet of a cuisine that is far wider and richer than is popularly known.




In the Beginning
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Aloo Salan


WHEN AMMI WAS A child, a pir baba would visit her house, Bilqis Manzil, on the first Thursday of every month during zuhr namaz, the afternoon prayer, to bless their home and family members. The saint was old and used a walking stick to support himself. He had a brown satchel with religious books slung over his shoulder, a leather pouch for water and some loose cash, which he’d collect from the houses he visited. His white, flowing robes and green turban made him seem taller and gaunter than he actually was. At every house, he’d recite duas and hand out misri (sugar candy), which he had blessed, to kids to protect them against the evil eye. After namaz, he’d spend time with the children narrating verses from the Quran and finally, return to the mosque after asr namaz (evening prayer).


It is said that once you receive duas from pir fakirs, you should never send them away without offering alms and food. And so, every time the pir baba visited their home, my Nanna would cook for him. Ammi and the other kids would lay out the yellow dastarkhān on the verandah and serve lunch, which would usually be aloo gosht with melt-in-the-mouth meat pieces, steamed rice, cucumber and onion salad, achaar (pickle) and lukewarm water.


One day, the pir baba visited Bilqis Manzil on a Wednesday instead of the usual Thursday. My Nanna panicked because there was no meat at home. She wracked her brain for an alternate recipe. She quickly rustled up a salan using a dried fig and posto paste, tossed in some fried potato, while balancing the flavours with garam masala and chillies. She served this dish with steamed rice and besan ki roti on their dastarkhān.


When the pir baba ate the dish, he became a mureed (fan) of my Nanna’s food all over again and blessed her with long life saying, ‘Allah kare aapke ghar me khana kabhi kam na ho aur aapke ghar se koi bhookha kabhi na jaye.’ (May Allah bless you with an abundance of food and may no one ever leave your home hungry.)


The same pir baba gave Abbi a taviz when he had lost his job and was struggling in life. Soon after wearing the taviz and following the pir baba’s instructions, Abbi got a job and became financially stable. The pir baba died a few years ago but his blessings still nourish our family. We always have food in our kitchen, and perhaps it is because of his very blessings that my younger cousin, Shaghil, and I have pursued a culinary profession.


A salan is essentially just a spiced curry and one can come up with many variations depending on what you use as the primary ingredient. Aloo salan is one of the easiest comfort foods that Ammi has in her repertoire of recipes. Whenever she doesn’t have enough time to cook or is feeling lazy, this is what she makes. In fact, this dish regularly features in both my maternal and paternal family’s meals. We usually club it with steamed rice or plain roti. And, of course, aloo salan is popular because of its main ingredient – the potato.


During Lalu Yadav’s political reign in Bihar one would often hear this saying, ‘Jab tak rahega samosa mein aloo, tab take rahega Bihar mein Lalu.’ (As long as there is potato stuffing in a samosa, there will also be Lalu Yadav in Bihar.) Tell any Indian that their beloved potato came to India only a few hundred years ago, and they’ll look at you in disbelief and ask you to stop telling lies. But nothing can be truer than the potato’s foreign origins.


In History of Agriculture in India up to C.1200 AD, it is recorded that, ‘Early domesticated potatoes were found in central Peru which has been dated R-14 to 7000 BC. It is likely that the potato might have been domesticated in the Lake Titicaca to Lake Poopó region of north Bolivia. Potato was originally known as “camata” or “batata” in the Caribbean and travelled to Spain in the sixteenth century and other parts of Europe. “Batata” became “potato” when it went to England.’3 In Maharashtra, this spud continues to be called ‘batata’.


Further, Bibhu Prasad Singh and Rajesh K. Rana in their paper History of Potato and its Emerging Problems in India state that it was the Portuguese who, in the early 17th century, introduced the potato to India.4 The British took the potato to the hills in northern India and Sri Lanka, where it prospered as an important plant in the gardens of colonial homes. Historical evidence suggests that the potato was a well-established garden crop in Surat and Karnataka as early as 1675, while potato cultivation was introduced in Shimla in 1828 and the Nilgiri Hills in 1830.


According to Dr K.T. Achaya in A Historical Dictionary of Indian Food, Europeans in India were the first to introduce potatoes in kitchens, followed by the Muslims. But it was the Dutch who popularized the potato. When the potato first made its appearance in the markets, it was viewed with suspicion and there were wild speculations of how it was bad for health, and that it increased people’s sex drive.5 We’ve come a long way from those days. According to a report published in 2017 by Jessica Lynn, India is the second largest producer of potatoes in the world, producing 45.34 million metric tons of potatoes per year.6 Let’s just say the potato is here to stay and flourish.


Aloo is a chameleon vegetable that goes well with every dish, be it meat, vegetables or rice. It is one of the most basic ingredients of north Indian cuisine. When cooked properly with curry and meat, aloo tends to absorb the flavour of both the meat and the spices, taking on a new character with every dish. Cheap, readily available and versatile, potatoes have given us many delicious dishes. From chokha, to the stuffing of pani puri, the masala of a dosa, chaat, and, of course, aloo ke parathe, the variety of potato dishes are innumerable. But the simple dish of aloo salan is one of my favourites.


Since Ammi couldn’t remember how Nanna made the dish with fig, I turned to the primary source. As I mentioned, Nanna is the grand chef of our family. She is a traditionalist who avoids technology as much as possible (except to watch my YouTube videos, which she enjoys critiquing). She never uses a mixer or a grinder to grind spices, still preferring the sil-batta (grinding stone) to make chutnies and pastes, and whenever possible, using earthen pots to cook.


This aloo salan recipe is generations old but with my Nanna’s twist. Since it’s from Nanna’s memory, which is commendable, I know that this was exactly what was served to the pir baba many years ago, before I was born. Nanna never used recipe books or wrote down instructions anywhere. For her, cooking is part of her muscle memory. She practices her dishes over and over again to perfect their flavour and texture. Personally, I don’t think this dish needs a fixed recipe because I believe every family has their own version – made with their own spices, varying the thickness of the salan depending on their taste preferences. This simple, hearty and nourishing dish precedes me; I think of it as Ammi’s and Abbi’s, and also the pir baba’s, the one who blessed our family. In a way, Nanna’s simple offering of potatoes and meat is my origin story, because this is where my culinary journey began.
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RECIPE


Serves: 4


Cooking time: 40 minutes


Ingredients


•2 tbsp mustard oil


•1 large onion, chopped


•1 tsp cumin seeds


•½ tsp fresh ginger, crushed


•1 tsp fresh garlic, crushed


•4 tomatoes, chopped


•1 small green chilli, chopped


•1 tsp coriander powder


•2 tsp posto dana paste (poppy seeds)


•1 tsp black pepper, crushed


•1 tsp turmeric powder


•1 tsp cumin powder


•½ tsp chilli powder


•Salt to taste


•12 small potatoes, boiled and fried whole


•2 dried figs, diced


•Water


•Fresh coriander leaves to garnish


Method


1.In a medium sized saucepan, heat the mustard oil till it start to smoke.


2.Add the onions and sauté until it turns translucent.


3.Add the cumin seeds and let it splutter, then add the ginger and garlic. Cook for 3–4 minutes before adding the tomatoes, green chilli and all the spices with salt.


4.Add the potatoes and mix well with all the spices.


5.Toss in the posto paste, diced figs, add water and bring to a boil.


6.Reduce the heat, and let it simmer for 10–12 minutes.


7.Adjust the gravy consistency as per your taste.


8.Garnish with coriander and serve.
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Kairi aur Kathal Dopiaza


EVERY MAY, WHEN THE sun turns the earth as dry and flaky as a puff pastry and our school closed for two months, Ammi would begin preparations for our summer holiday. For as long as I can remember, it had been our family’s tradition to spend this break with my grandparents in Sasaram, Bihar. Sasaram is an ancient city and finds early mentions during the Vedic period. This city has witnessed the legacy of Sahastrabahu, Sher Shah Suri and Jagjivan Ram Babu, and was also the entry gate to visit the Nalanda and Gaya area.


While Ammi would wrap up the house work, pack our things and get ready for the trip, I’d find the old rhyme, ‘Nani ghar jayenge, doodh malai khayenge, mote hoke aayenge,’ (Going to my grandmother’s house to eat milk cream and come back fat) playing on my lips. But I must clarify here that I was already a fat, round kid, and very proud to be one. Most children dream of becoming pilots, engineers, doctors or managers, but I was different; I wanted to be the fattest kid in the world! I don’t know how I came to nurture this noble goal, but I actively pursued it till I was about 12 years old. And one of the most effective ways to realize my dream was spending the summer at Sasaram because the food at my grandparents’ house was unparalleled.


On the morning of our departure, Ammi would dress us in comfortable clothes, and dragging our bags we’d stand outside our house in Ramgarh, which was on the national highway, and wait for the 8.30 a.m. bus. The eight-hour journey would fly by with us eating bags of peanuts and chips, drinking cups of tea and interacting with the many vendors selling snacks or toys at every stop. But the highlight of the trip was the home-cooked food Ammi always packed. I forever associate the spread of puri, aloo or parwal ki sabzi (preparation of potato or pointed gourd) and achaar with travel, because no matter where I went as a child and even later, I’d eat this dish en route. Later, when I travelled extensively across north India, I realized this humble spread was, in fact, universally considered travel food in the region.


There were many similarities between my paternal and maternal grandparents. They both lived in the same neighbourhood, Nooran Ganj, they had similar sprawling bungalows, which like twins had (almost) identical names – Bilqis Manzil and Fazal Manzil. We would usually stay at Bilqis Manzil, my Nanna’s house, which had fifteen rooms, including two kitchens and four store rooms, and a huge aangan (courtyard). This courtyard was the social epicentre of the house. In it there was a henna tree that always came to the rescue of the ladies of the family during Eid. They’d pluck the fresh leaves, grind them into a paste and use this to decorate their hands. Bilqis Manzil was home to three parrots, who my Nanna would fuss over, feeding them fruit and chillies. It was also home to a few chickens and roosters, who were always loitering around, and would giving us fresh eggs every morning. In the backyard there was a flourishing garden with orange and palm trees and three guava trees. I’d climb the guava trees, racing against the squirrels to get to the sweetest fruit first. My favourite spot was the wooden swing under the trees, the hangout place for the family’s young folk, and as a child I would have my breakfast and milk on the swing. Even though it was my Bade Mamu (uncle) who had laid the garden’s foundations, it was Chote Mamu, my youngest uncle, who lovingly tended it.


On reaching my grandparent’s home, the first thing I’d do was hog on the soft, melt-in-your-mouth chocolates that Majhle Mamu would bring from Saudi Arabia. In the evenings my first stop in Sasaram would always be ‘Aunty’s shop’ located on a footpath outside the Nooran Ganj mosque. Here, in the evenings, you’d find groups of elderly people catching up on gossip and news over cups of hot tea, while the younger children boisterously rode their bicycles and played lattu (wooden top). If the weather was right, we’d bring out our kites to fly or play cricket. Aunty’s shop sold candy, biscuits, local chips and other snacks, but the thing that drew me to her was her ‘aloo cut’ – boiled potatoes, sliced and dipped in tangy tamarind water and sprinkled with her secret spice mix. Served in a leaf bowl and costing just ₹3, it was a delicious snack that I couldn’t get enough of. ‘Arre beta, aa gaye tum,’ (Son, you have come back) Aunty would say to me warmly, even though I barely knew her, and so I’d return her kindness by wolfing down at least two plates of her wonderful offering.


I’d spend those languorous summer mornings in lazy inertia, watching TV shows like Aladdin, Captain Vyom and Boogie Woogie, sauntering about the cool house while eating biju mangoes – a tiny variety that can only be sucked rather than being sliced, and which, unfortunately, isn’t easily found these days. Mangoes were a sweet upside to the oppressive heat, and another reason I loved going to Sasaram. Timed perfectly with our holiday, many different varieties of mangoes would arrive from our farms in Ara, Bihar, my favourites being the juicy malda and langda varieties.


On one such morning I found Baby Aunty, our house help at Nanna’s, peeling raw biju mangoes. Curious, I asked her what she was planning to do with them. Was she going to pickle them? Her answer surprised me. She told me she was going to cook the mangoes with kathal (jackfruit). I was puzzled. Why cook something which could be consumed just by itself?


Even though I love jackfruit in all its forms – ripe, pickled, cooked in gravy, or even just the roasted seeds of a ripe jackfruit as a snack – I can understand why many people don’t feel the same way about this fruit. When ripe, its slippery texture, distinct fragrance and sweet taste make it somewhat of an acquired taste. The first Mughal emperor belonged to this camp. ‘Babur liked mangoes and bananas but compared jackfruit to the “revolting intestines of a sheep”,’ writes Annemarie Schimmel in her book, The Empire of the Great Mughals: History, Art and Culture.7 Some people say that the texture of jackfruit is the same as lamb meat, but I disagree. I think the jackfruit’s flavour and texture are unmatched and love how versatile it is in its usage. As a fan of the fruit, it was interesting to find this little story about jackfruit in Devdutt Pattanaik’s book, Jaya: An Illustrated Retelling of the Mahabharata. The story goes that one day, Bhima, who was being playful, lay in bed, pretending to be running a high fever. He had slipped two jackfruits under the sheet and then requested Draupadi to massage his feet. Draupadi, unaware of the deception, massaged the fruit thinking they were Bhima’s feet. Bhima burst into laughter at the sight of Draupadi getting tricked. When the truth was later revealed to Draupadi, she became angry and cursed the fruit so that its smooth jacket would forever be covered in spikes.8


But back to Baby Aunty. According to her, kathal dopiaza was the perfect summer dish because firstly, mangoes were in season, and secondly, raw mango added the right kind of tartness to the dish. With eighteen to twenty people to cook for and only a few hours to lunch, Baby Aunty didn’t have time to answer my many questions, so I set about observing first-hand the making of this dish.
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