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This Week in Food

By Sudha Koul

Special to The Times

A
heavenly Himalayan
valley, a beautiful
couple, the perfect
hour as augured by
the horoscopes, mes-

merizing mystical music, a sub-
limely delicious banquet — and
voilà! It’s a Hindu wedding in
Kashmir. 

Or, rather, it used to be. 
Sadly, Hindus in Kashmir

(called Kashmiri Pandits or
Brahmins, for uncertain reasons
the only caste of Hindus in the
valley) fled their homeland after
militant violence in the region;
by the 1990s they were scattered
all over the globe. 

For centuries before, the lives
of the majority Muslims and the
tiny community of Pandits were
intertwined in coexistence under
an overarching peaceful ethos of
Sufism. We were so close — we
spoke the same language, sang
the same songs, went on some of
the same pilgrimages, and most
of all adored our unique cuisine.

But Kashmir’s history is
punctuated by oppression,
floods, famines and fires. As a re-
sult, though the valley is ex-
tremely lush and fertile, life
could go from feast to famine
overnight. No wonder, then, that
food has always been an integral
part of all Kashmiri rites of pas-
sage and that such great care
was taken in its preparation. 

Pandits fleeing the violence of
the ’80s may not have been able
to carry their incomparable
lakes, flowers and mountains
with them, but they certainly are
still in possession of their delec-
table recipes. Kashmir’s cuisine
reflects its lush green paddy

fields; golden mustard blossoms;
lotus lakes brimming with fish;
fruit and nut orchards; and yield-
ing soil. An everyday meal in the
valley would include rice, greens
(leafy, collard-like haak or kohl-
rabi) and lamb, fish or chicken in
a stew, often with vegetables. Yo-
gurt is indispensable in the re-
gion; symbolizing longevity, it is
sent as a birthday gift to bread-
winners. 

The combination of rice,
greens and yogurt is at the heart
of every Kashmiri meal. The Hi-
malayan snow line surrounds
Kashmir and this rules out veg-
etarianism, but even for avid car-
nivores, meat is never the main-
stay of a meal. 

At a wedding, on the other
hand, there would be an endless
stream of lamb dishes with dif-
ferent flavorings. 

Celebrations began when
vast shamianas (colorful cano-
pies designed in Mogul times)
were put up for the hordes of
relatives. 

A makeshift outdoor kitchen
of mud and brick stoves went up
in the backyard, leaving the chef
and his minions ample space to
chop, fry, boil and stir for hun-
dreds of guests. Occasionally the
crew settled down for a quiet puff
at a hookah or a cup of tea pre-
pared on the magnificent log
fires. 

The beauty of Kashmiri wed-
ding dishes often lies in the ten-
derness and flavor acquired
through slow cooking in heavy
ancestral pots and pans over
well-regulated fires. Some cook-
ing pots are sealed with putty
and placed on hot wood coals to
acquire final touches. This sort
of cooking did not happen every
day, particularly for those who
had settled outside Kashmir, as I
had. So when my brother got
married (before the diaspora) I
could not wait to fly back to be
part of this rare and lavish event. 

I was not disappointed. 
My grandmother supervised

the wedding lunch. Walking by
on her rounds she stopped and

looking me straight in the eye
said, “So, how is it? We may not
live in America, but we know how
to eat!”

Lavishly orchestrated

A
Kashmiri wedding is
a performance and
we know the chor-
eography by heart.
Wedding feasts have

a lengthy and inviolable menu
that every self-respecting host
adheres to: lamb pullao (lamb
and rice, delicately seasoned);
kaliya (lamb with turmeric and
yogurt); machh (meatballs in
spicy red gravy); rogan josh (the
classic Kashmiri lamb dish in

peppery red curry); chopped
lamb liver in a sour sauce; tama-
rind eggplant or puréed spinach
with bits of lotus root; daikon
radish raita; and last but never
ever the least, a plate of tender
haak. 

The high-protein wedding
meal would finish with a sweet
counterpoint: phirni, a sublime
incarnation of rice pudding,
decorated with hand-beaten sil-
ver leaf and served in tiny terra-
cotta bowls. It is a strange juxta-
position, silver and terracotta —
but that is Kashmir for you, a val-
ley of extreme contrasts. 
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FESTIVE DISH: Delicately seasoned lamb pullao is an essential part of a Hindu Kashmiri wedding feast. Traditionally, an array of succulent, slow-cooked dishes would be served.

Where they knew how to eat
A tribute to paradise
lost in Kashmir, this
lavish Hindu wedding
feast overflows with
luscious lamb.

Total time: About 15 minutes, plus
chilling time

Servings: Makes about 13⁄4 cups

1⁄2 daikon radish
1 teaspoon whole cumin seeds

1 cup plain whole-milk yogurt
1 to 2 serrano chiles, seeded

and minced
Tiny pinch cayenne pepper
Salt to taste

1. Using a box grater, grate the dai-
kon radish and set aside. In a small
pan over medium heat, lightly toast
the cumin seeds until fragrant, about
5 minutes. With a mortar and pestle,
coarsely crush the seeds. 
2. In a medium bowl, mix together
the radish, crushed cumin seeds, yo-
gurt, minced chiles, cayenne pepper,
and 1 teaspoon salt, or to taste. Set
aside for at least 1 hour before serv-
ing.

Each quarter cup: 20 calories; 
1 gram protein; 2 grams
carbohydrates; 0 fiber; 1 gram fat;
1 gram saturated fat; 4 mg.
cholesterol; 256 mg. sodium.

Muji chetin (radish raita)

Total time: About 2½ hours

Servings: 6

Note: Ghee, or clarified butter, is
available at Trader Joe’s, Whole
Foods, well-stocked supermark-
ets and Indian grocery stores. Or
you can clarify the butter your-
self: Melt it in a small saucepan
over low heat, skim the milk sol-
ids off the top and ladle the but-
ter carefully out of the pan with-
out disturbing the remaining
milk solids and water at the bot-
tom of the pan. You will want to
clarify about 11⁄2 sticks to get the
6 tablespoons needed below.

2 pounds lean shoulder of
lamb, bone in and sliced
about ¾-inch thick (4 to 5
slices)

1⁄4 teaspoon powdered ginger
2 tablespoons ground fennel

seeds
1⁄2 teaspoon ground cumin

seeds
1 cup plain whole milk yogurt
5 cloves
5 crushed cardamom pods,

divided
Salt to taste

6 tablespoons ghee, or clari-
fied butter

1 large bay leaf
1 stick cinnamon
8 whole peppercorns
1 cup basmati rice, washed

and drained
Good pinch saffron soaked
in a quarter cup of very hot
water
Canola oil to deep-fry on-
ions

1 large red onion, halved
lengthwise and sliced thinly

3⁄4 cup blanched almonds
6 to 9 hard-boiled eggs, sliced

(for garnish)

1. Place the meat in a 6-quart sauce-
pan. Add 3 cups water. In a medium
bowl, mix the ginger, fennel and
cumin with the yogurt and add to
saucepan. Stir well. Add the cloves
and 3 cardamom pods. Bring to a
rolling boil, add salt, stir, reduce
heat to low, cover, and cook at a
good simmer until the meat is ten-

der, about an hour. 
2. When done, remove the meat
from the gravy with a slotted spoon,
and set aside in a bowl. Measure the
gravy (you should have about 4
cups) and set aside.
3. Heat the ghee on high heat in a 6-
quart saucepan. Add the bay leaf,
cinnamon stick, the remaining 2
cardamom pods and the pepper-
corns. Stir-fry for a few seconds.
Add the meat and sauté until a little
crisp and golden brown, about 3 to 4
minutes. Be careful, the pan con-
tents may splatter while cooking. 
4. Add the rice to the meat. Stir-fry
briskly until the rice is well fried,
about 2 minutes. 
5. Take 2 cups of liquid from the
meat gravy, and add to the rice
along with 1 teaspoon salt. Stir well.
6. Add the saffron with its water to
the rice. Stir well. Bring the rice to a
boil, reduce the heat to low, cover
and cook for about 15 to 20 minutes
until the liquid is absorbed and the
rice is cooked. (After the rice, or
pullao, is cooked, do not stir or you
will break the grains and make it
lumpy.)
7. Meanwhile, prepare the onions
and nuts. Pour enough canola oil
into a wok or deep-sided skillet to
come up the sides a few inches.
Heat the oil on medium-high until it
shimmers (about 225 to 230 degrees
with a thermometer). Deep-fry the
sliced onion slowly, stirring often,
for 15 to 20 minutes. The onion
should fry slowly until all the mois-
ture has evaporated and it turns
reddish and crisp without burning;
turn the heat down if the onions are
frying too quickly. Remove the
crisped onions with a slotted spoon
and set aside on paper towels to
drain excess oil. Do not cover, as
this will make the onions soggy.
8. Fry the nuts in the same oil at the
same heat for a few minutes until
they just start to color with a slight
golden hue. Remove with a slotted
spoon and set aside on paper towels
to drain.
9. With a large slotted spoon, heap
the pullao onto a large platter.
Sprinkle onions on top of the pullao
and decorate the edge with sliced
eggs and nuts. Serve hot.

Each serving (with 1 hard-boiled
egg): 757 calories; 41 grams
protein; 37 grams carbohydrates;
4 grams fiber; 50 grams fat; 
18 grams saturated fat; 341 mg.
cholesterol; 181 mg. sodium.

Shamiana lamb pullao

Total time: About 30 minutes

Servings: 4

Note: Asafetida is available at
Surfas in Culver City, Le Sanc-
tuaire in Santa Monica and
many Indian markets. Chinese
broccoli is available at Whole
Foods and 99 Ranch stores and
some farmers markets. The
greens should retain their color;
this is accomplished with by
adding a pinch of baking soda
and by not covering the sauce-
pan while cooking.

2 pounds Chinese broccoli
(gai lan)

2 tablespoons canola oil
1⁄2 teaspoon asafetida
6 dried red chiles (such as

chiles de arbol, chiles ja-
pones or Thai red chiles)
Salt to taste
Pinch baking soda

1. Rinse and drain the Chinese broc-
coli. Remove the flowers. Keep the
leaves whole and remove the tough
part of the stalk. Wash the leaves,
then drain and set aside.

2. In a heavy 6- or 8-quart sauce-
pan, heat the oil over medium-high
heat until almost smoking. Add the
asafetida and sizzle for just a min-
ute, until aromatic. 

3. Add the dried chiles, one-half
teaspoon salt, the baking soda and
3 cups of water. Bring to a rolling
boil. Add the greens, stir well and
cook over medium-high heat until
done, about 10 minutes. Season
again to taste if desired, drain ex-
cess liquid (through a colander or
strainer) and discard. Serve im-
mediately.

Each serving: 103 calories; 
3 grams protein; 8 grams
carbohydrates; 5 grams fiber; 
8 grams fat; 1 gram saturated fat;
0 cholesterol; 336 mg. sodium.

Haak (greens)


