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CULINARY history is dotted with instances/accidents with happy endings. A classic example, of course, is the origin of the all-time favourite Crepe Suzette. History has it that on one occasion when Edward VII, Prince of Wales, ordered Chef Henri Charpentiere for a dish of crepe, the latter was determined to impress his royal patron with something truly special. But he got rather carried away by his enthusiasm to make a sauce that would really stand out and the result was that the cordial-rich sauce caught fire. 


Desperately, the chef plunged the crepes into the boiling liquid, doused the entire melange with more alcohol, let the whole thing go aflame and, unwilling to make His Royal Highness wait any longer, rushed the dish to the table. The Prince was charmed and decreed that this spectacular dish be named after his host's daughter: Suzette. 


There are many other such examples, but for us in India, it's specially interesting to know that yogurt — that indispensable, ubiquitious feature of the Great Indian Kitchen — also came to be quite by accident. According to historians, yogurt making probably originated with nomadic tribes in the Balkans thousands of years ago when on a warm night, some "friendly bacteria" (Lactobacillus acidophilus and Streptococcus lactis to their scientific pals) worked their magic on a bowl of leftover milk, transforming it to semi-solid, creamy consistency, with that prized sweetly acidic, mild flavour. The nomads of course, were quick to realise that this was the answer to the problem of milk preservation and from there to the cooking pots was a matter of time. 


Bapsi Nariman's Cooking with Yogurt is, to quote the author, "an experiment with yogurt as a culinary act". At first, an entire book dedicated to yogurt-based recipes may seem excessive, but what one has to keep in mind is yogurt's long and varied history that has inevitably given rise to countless dishes that depend on the addition — sometimes of a dollop and sometimes much more — of this dairy product. In India alone, records of yogurt making go back thousands of years. 


Ancient texts describe a range of "starters" to get those bacteria to do their thing, including the Ber fruit and the bark of the Palash tree. In fact, curd may be one of our oldest foods as it finds regular mention in the Vedic texts. The Rig Veda talks about Karambha, a dish akin to curd rice of today. 


And documents dating even further back speak of curds mixed with staple barley dishes. 


The raitas that adorn Indian tables can claim a heritage that goes back to at least the 12th Century when we find curd spiked with mustard seeds, pepper and cinnamon and served as an accompaniment to other dishes. And whether in the pages of the Artha Shastra or in Akbar's kitchen (as documented in the Ain-I-Akbari) yogurt was used as a tenderising marinade. 


Nariman's collection of recipes does justice to the versatility of yogurt. Beginning with simple instructions on yogurt-making (including how to make the famous Bengali mishti doi at home) she moves steadily through raitas, lassis, salads, soups, chicken, fish and meat dishes, vegetable preparations, paneer dishes, rice and pulaos, curries and dals. She goes on to a number of western preparations (mousses, pancakes, pies and omlettes) that can be made with yogurt, as well as desserts, dips, dressings, biscuits and pastries. 


Adding value to this vast range is her focus on making her recipes "slimmer-friendly" and "do-able" in the microwave. In fact, in many of the dishes, especially the quiches and souffles, yogurt is a substitute for cream. 


The traditional and the trendy combine in Nariman's recipes. For instance, there's Dahi Kachori, Dahi Macchi and Peas and Panir Curry but also Tori Quiche and Cooked Yogurt Cheesecake. The dips, dressings and sauces are especially worth noting — they are creative, yet simple, and often combine interesting, if unusual, flavours. 


The book also provides many useful tips for first-time cooks. What sets this recipe collection apart from most others of its kind are the history bytes that Nariman inserts from time to time. 


The quality of production, unfortunately, does not match the richness of the text. The photographs are of indifferent quality, the layout and design clumsy and amateurish. Fortunately, the colour plates are not too many in number and do not succeed in jeopardising the overall value of the book. And indeed the book is a useful and interesting addition to any kitchen library. 


ARUNDHATI RAY 


Cooking with Yogurt: Recipes for Slimmers and Microwave 


Users, Bapsi Nariman, Rupa and Co., Rs. 295. 
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Festive spread 

UMMI ABDULLAH 


		UMMI ABDULLAH lays out a treat for Bakrid. 
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Panchara Patta 


A light honeycomb-like snack 


  Ingredients 


Eggs 6 
Raw rice 250 gm 
Oil 1/2 litre 
For the garnishing: 
Sugar 
Raisins 
Banana 


  Method 


Soak the rice in water for three to four hours. Wash, drain and grind to a smooth paste, adding water. Add four eggs and half a cup of water to the paste and beat well with an egg beater (or with a wooden math) till very frothy and air bubbles appear. Heat three-fourths of the oil in a vessel. Remove the bubbles from the rice mixture in another vessel. Again beat the mixture till bubbles surface. Now pour four to five ladles full of bubbles into the hot oil. (No rice mixture should be used). Again collect the bubbles and pour on top of the first layer in the oil, which will be set by now. Continue the process till it becomes two to 21/2 inches thick. Each layer should be poured when the earlier one sets and becomes light brown. Remove the Panchara Patta from the oil and place in a colander to drain. Add the remaining oil and make three to four more Panchara Pattas the same way. When there are fewer bubbles, add an egg at a time and beat. If the mixture becomes too thick, add a little more water. 


Keep the Panchara Pattas in the colander for two days and use. Arrange all the Panchara Pattas in a serving dish and sprinkle the sugar and raisins. 


The Panchara Patta is eaten by being crushed by hand into flakes, adding to a banana mash and mixing the two well. 


Note: Pour only the bubbles to get a light Panchara Patta. The Panchara Patta should be made two days ahead. This is to ensure that the oil is completely drained. 


* * *


Kaiveesal (Egg jalebi) 


  Ingredients 


Eggs 4 
Sugar 4 tbsps 
Flour (1 cup) 100 gm 
Oil for frying 
A pinch of salt 


  Method 


Beat the eggs and sugar just enough to mix them. Add the flour and make a thick batter. Add a pinch of salt. Make a small hole in a coconut shell. Heat the oil in a kadai. Fill the shell with batter and pour into the hot oil to make jalebis. Fry till golden brown and remove. 


* * *


Palpathri (Egg pudding) 


  Ingredients 


Eggs 6 
Milk 250ml 
Sugar 150 gm 
Bengal gram dal 100 gm 
Cashewnuts 50 gm 
Raisins 50 gm 
Ghee 100 gm 
Cardamom (powdered) 5 pods 


  Method 


Beat the eggs well with sugar. Cook the dal and grind to a smooth paste without adding any water. Chop the cashewnuts. Mix the ground dal with the eggs. Add the milk and beat well with an egg beater. Add the cardamom. Put an idli vessel filled with water on the fire. Place a perforated lid. Grease a small vessel with a tablespoon of ghee and place on the lid. Pour in four tablespoons of egg mixture and sprinkle the cashewnuts and raisins over it. Cover the vessel and steam till the eggs are set. When the eggs are set, apply two tablespoons of ghee and pour four tablespoons of egg mixture. Sprinkle a little cashewnut and raisins. Steam till set. Proceed till the egg mixture has been used. Cool and cut into square or diamond-shaped pieces and serve. 


* * *


Unnakkayi (Banana cotton buds) 


  Ingredients 


Half ripe Malabar bananas 2 
Coconut (grated) 1/2 cup 
Sugar 2 tbsps 
Chopped cashew nuts 1 tbsp 
Raisins 1 tsp 
Oil for frying 
A little cardamom powder 


  Method 


Cut the banana into two or three pieces and cook in boiling water till the peels separate a little from the fruit. Remove from the fire and strain. Remove the peel and grind the banana to a smooth dough without adding any water. Keep aside. Sprinkle water on the sugar and keep on fire. Add the coconut and stir well till the water is absorbed. 


Remove from the fire. Add the cashewnuts, raisins and cardamom. Oil your hands and take small balls (the size of a lime) of the ground banana. Flatten on your palm into a small disc. Put two tablespoons of coconut filling in it. Fold the edges and press lightly. Now roll with your hands, and shape like cotton buds (both the ends pointed). 


Heat oil and deep fry to a golden brown and remove. You will get about six Unnakkayis. 


* * *


Thari Unda (Semolina Laddu) 


  Ingredients 


Semolina 200 gm 
Grated coconut 1/2 cup 
Sugar 200 gm 
Raisins 2 tbsps 
Cashewnuts (chopped) 2 tbsps 
Rose water 1 tsp 
Cardamom (powdered) 5 pods 
Water 1/2 cup 


  Method 


Roast the semolina without oil and cool. Add 1/2 cup water to the sugar and make a sticky syrup. Add all the ingredients and stir well. Remove from the fire and form into even sized balls. 
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