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Kitchen Queens
Taking a break from amazing artists and careerwomen, Masala salutes four brilliant home cooks and the finger-licking 
dishes they make.

VENICCA ASNANI  
Wife and mother of two, Venicca Asnani has been 
cooking since the tender age of nine, taking cookery 
classes and winning competitions at school. In the 
kitchen store room of her Ekkamai apartment, this Surat-
born Malaysian-Indian has shelves stacked with pots, 
all of them jumbo-sized. “I love to have friends over. If I 
make crab curry, I make eight or ten kilos,” she says. 
 But Venicca is more than just an enthusiastic 
entertainer. She has the keen sense of a true chef. She 
buys her crabs live to ensure freshness and never uses 
frozen chicken. She’s accumulated lots of little tricks 
over the years, like using a taut thread to slice a boiled 
egg in half, “so the yolk doesn’t stick to the knife.” And 
when it comes to new recipes, she says, “You give me 
anything, I can cook it. I have to try it once, and then I’ll 
try my stunts on it.” 
 With the support of her foodie husband Dilip, 
Venicca uses her cooking to keep her family ties strong. 
They eat all their meals together—and with a cook like 
her, there are no complaints. —MRIGAA SETHI

NASI LEMAK & CHICKEN RENDANG 
You can’t go to Malaysia and not have nasi lemak 
[meaning “fatty rice”] and rendang. “Now it’s an 
after-pubbing supper, but it used to be popular for 
breakfast,” Venicca says of the elaborate and heavy 
dish. “We used to eat it before school from a lady who 
sold it, and we’d be full until the afternoon.”  
 It’s certainly elaborate to prepare, but make it in 
huge quantities, and you have a lunchtime banquet on 
your hands. The sweetness of the coconut milk rice, 
the heat of the sambal, and the gritty, umami-laden 
meatiness of the rendang make this a complex and 
satisfying meal. 

For the sambal
• 7–10 small shallots 
• 10 garlic cloves 
• 10 long red peppers, not spicy 
• 10 small red chillies 
• 10 dried chillies, boiled in water and drained 
• 8 onions, cut into rings 
• 1–2 tablespoons shrimp paste 
• 8 tomatoes, chopped  
• 1½ cups coconut milk 
• 2 cups local anchovies, soaked in fresh water and drained 
• salt to taste

Accompaniments
• Hard-boiled eggs, halved 
• Fried peanuts 
• Fried anchovies, crispy 
• Cucumber slices

Method 
1. Make the nasi lemak by putting all the ingredients 
into a rice cooker. When the rice is done, remove the 
pandan leaves.

2. To make the rendang, rub the chicken with salt, 
turmeric, and red chilli powder. Grind the first eight 
ingredients in the list into a fine paste. Fry the paste in 
a large pot until it smells fragrant and the oil begins 
to separate from the paste. Add the chicken, stir until 
coated, and cover until the chicken cooks through, 
about 20 minutes. Uncover and let the gravy reduce, 
about 15 minutes. Just before you’re done, mix in the 
desiccated coconut. 

3. To make the sambal, grind the first five ingredients 
in the list to a coarse paste. In a large pot, heat some 
oil and add the drained anchovies, letting them cook 
on a medium-low flame. The idea is to flavour the oil 
with the anchovies. Remove the anchovies and save 
them. Add the onion rings and cook until they turn 
light pink. Then add the shrimp paste and cook for 
a few minutes. Add the paste and cook until the oil 
separates. Put the anchovies back in and add salt. 
Cover until thoroughly cooked, around 15 minutes. 
Finally, add the coconut milk and mix.

4. To assemble, serve the rice in the centre of a plate, 
lined with pandan leaf. Around the rice, add the 
chicken, some sambal, and the accompaniments. 

Serves 6 to 8

Ingredients

For the rendang
• 2 red onions, chopped 
• 4 lemongrass stems, peeled and chopped 
• 1–2 garlic cloves 
• 2 sprigs of coriander 
• ½ cup coconut milk 
•1–2 tablespoons shrimp paste 
• salt to taste 
• cooking oil 
• 8–10 pieces chicken 
•1 cup desiccated coconut, ground

For the nasi lemak
•  4 cups rice, rinsed, soaked, and drained 
•  2 cups coconut milk 
•  ½ cups water 
•  3–4 pandan leaves 
•  salt to taste
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LOVELY SETHI  
Beyond the blue gate at her Thapra townhouse, a 
charming Indian woman welcomes me into her home. 
Meet the adorable Lovely Sethi, a charismatic Punjabi 
lady with a winning smile, perfect soft hands, and the 
warmest hugs.  
 Born and raised in Chandigarh, Lovely got married 
at the age of 20 and moved to Thailand soon after. She 
learnt basic culinary skills from her mother. From there, 
she experimented and mastered her craft through trial 
and error.  
 In her airy kitchen, a dozen melmoware bowIs with 
colourful masalas and fresh ingredients line a spotless 
counter. She says she is lucky to have a husband who 
loves to eat and children who adore her cooking. Lovely 
also adds that she feels a great sense of pride cooking 
healthy Indian meals for her family. —REENA KARIM

SHAHI PANEER 
Seasoned with a mixture of spices and enriched with 
butter, the aromatic North Indian dish is a winter 
favourite. Shahi, meaning royal, is believed to have 
been created during the Mughal Empire, where the dish 
was served specially on festive occasions. Lovely says 
that there are many ways of making shahi paneer. The 
dish varies regionally and according to one’s personal 
preference. “Bengalis prefer watery gravy while Punjabis 
like theirs thicker,” Lovely says. Her version is creamy 
and smooth, with strong flavours of tomato, garlic,  
and cinnamon, a crunchy pop of cumin, and a kick of 
black peppercorns. 

Ingredients 
• 1kg paneer, diced into 1-inch cubes 
• 1kg tomatoes, diced 
• 1 cup garlic cloves, half of them coarsely crushed 
• 150 grams low-fat butter 
• ½ cup of clotted cream [malai], or fresh cream
• ½ teaspoon cumin seeds 
• ½ teaspoon whole black pepper 
• ½ red bell pepper, and half green, both quartered 
• 1 teaspoon red chilli powder 
• 1 teaspoon ground black pepper 
• 2 pinches of garam masala 
• 5–6 pieces cloves 
• ½ cinnamon stick, crushed into small pieces 
• 5 whole black cardamoms 
• 10 whole green cardamoms  
• 3 bay leaves 
• 2 bunches of coriander [dhaniya], chopped. Save the  
      roots.   
• 2 long green peppers, chopped. Keep five whole ones                 
      aside. 
• Red and orange natural food colouring. Mix two     
   pinches together—one of each colour—with two  
   tablespoons of water.

Method 
1. Blend together tomatoes, whole garlic, and the 
roots of coriander into a puree, along with half a cup 
of water. Keep aside.

2. Heat the wok or karahi on high flame. 

3. Add 100 grams of butter to the wok. When it melts, 
add the coarse garlic. Sauté until the garlic turns light 
brown. Adjust heat if necessary.

4. Add cumin seeds, cloves, both types of cardamoms, 
and one bay leaf, torn into bits. Mix well and sauté on 
low flame.

5. Stir in the blended puree and let it cook for five 
minutes on medium flame. 

6. Add chopped long green peppers and the food 
colouring mix. Stir and cook for another two minutes. 

7. When it comes to a boil, add red chilli powder, 
garam masala, ground black pepper, cinnamon, and 
salt according to taste. Stir and let it boil.

8. When the gravy begins to thicken, add clotted 
cream and the remaining two bay leaves. Let it cook 
for 10–15 minutes. If the gravy gets too thick, dilute 
with milk.

9. Take five cubes of paneer, crush it with your hands, 
and add it along with bell peppers. 

10. Add the remaining cubed paneer and let cook for 
five minutes. 

11. Add 50 grams of butter, stir well.

12. Garnish with chopped coriander and long green 
peppers.

Serves 5–8
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SUMAN GULATI  
As a young girl living in Chandigarh, Suman lived a 
charmed kind of life that Punjabi food legends are made 
of. The massive kotthi her family lived in had enough 
room for a big plot of home farming, and everything 
was made from scratch, from fresh white butter to 
unbelievable achaars. Suman also loved reading the 
recipe section of the Punjabi Kesari newspaper, though 
at the time her experiments were limited to vegetarian 
food. Moving to Bangkok after marriage, however, her 
repertoire quickly expanded. 
 She has taught cooking classes to children over 
the years, sometimes doing as many as five a week. 
“I’m teaching young girls to cook for their families, so 
I feel it’s like a social work.” Though she’s cut back on 
teaching and cooking to help her relatives with their 
businesses, she still makes the time to make achaar in 
bulk and to go to the market and pick out vegetables 
that look right to her experienced eye. Corners of her 
house are filled with recipe books and notepads and 
pens. But make no mistake: Suman is an accomplished 
enough cook to do things her way. “Sometimes, the 
order depends on my mood. Whatever I feel, I’ll add,” 
she says.

PUNJABI CHICKEN CURRY 
This rich, iconic dish is a staple in any Punjabi home, and 
Suman’s little touches make it her own. For instance, 
she uses pureed tomatoes instead of chopped ones 
because, according to her, “In my house, they don’t like 
to see the tomato skin.” She also adds the ginger-garlic 
paste after she’s thoroughly cooked the onion paste, so 
the aromatics remain strong. And, most interestingly, 
unlike most other versions of this dish I’ve seen, Suman 
prefers to cook her chicken curry uncovered. “The 
moment you cover it, all the water comes out, and the 
flavour is not there. When you bhoono it, the flavour 
really goes in.”

Ingredients 
• 1 ½ kg chicken pieces 
• 1 cup yoghurt, beaten 
• 3 tablespoons coriander powder 
• ½ teaspoon turmeric powder 
• 1 teaspoon red chilli powder 
• salt to taste 
• Cooking oil 
• 2 cloves 
• 1 black cardamom 
• ½ stick cinnamon  
• 1 bay leaf 
• 5–6 onions, chopped and ground to a paste 
• 2 tablespoons garlic paste 
• 2 tablespoons ginger paste 
• 6 tomatoes, chopped and ground to a puree 
• 1 tablespoon chicken curry masala

Method 
1. Marinate the chicken by mixing the first six 
ingredients in a large bowl. If you have the time, set 
it aside for an hour or several hours to let the flavours 
seep in.

2. Heat a few tablespoons of cooking oil in a large, 
heavy-bottomed pan. Add the cloves, cardamom, bay 
leaf, and cinnamon. Then add the onion paste and fry 
on medium heat until they turn golden brown and all 
the moisture cooks off.

3. Add the garlic and ginger pastes. Mix and cook for a 
few minutes. Then add the chicken, along with all the 
marinade. Stir often on medium heat until the chicken 
is evenly coated. Add the tomato puree and stir more.

4. Cook uncovered until the oil begins to separate and 
float to the top, the moisture is cooked off, and the 
chicken is tender. Add chopped cilantro and half a cup 
of water (more if you like a lot of gravy), a bit of salt, 
the chicken curry masala, and a tablespoon of butter 
(optional). 

5. Cook covered for a few minutes, until the chicken is 
tender. Garnish with more chopped coriander and serve 
with rice or roti.

Serves 2–3
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SWARNA KAMATH  
Growing up in a joint-family household near 
Mangalore, Swarna Kamath and the other children 
were not allowed to enter the kitchen. Swarna didn’t 
learn to cook until her late teens, just a few years 
before she got married at the age of 22. Since her 
Hindu family kept a vegetarian kitchen (though they are 
not strictly vegetarian outside of their home), the first 
recipes that she learnt from her mother were meatless 
South Indian dishes. Her voice warmed at the mention 
of tuvar dal—the first dish her mother taught her to 
make and Swarna’s favourite to cook for her family. It 
was her move to Thailand 36 years ago that inspired her 
to expand to Thai cuisine and non-vegetarian cooking.  
 When we went to see Swarna at her home on 
Sukhumvit Soi 39, her older sister Aruna Nayak, who 
was visiting from India, and Swarna’s husband Prakash, 
occasionally chimed in. The conversation kept veering 
back to coconuts and mangoes. The sisters grew up in 
a home with a backyard full of coconut, mango, and 
jackfruit trees. Swarna and Prakash couldn’t help but 
compare the red- and orange-coloured varieties of their 
home to the ones in Thailand. “Of course, we miss 
Indian mangoes!” they said almost in unison.   
—AMITHA AMRANAND

AVNAS AMBE SASAM  
Swarna says that Mangalorean cuisine is dominated by 
coconut and tamarind. Avnas ambe sasam (pineapple 
and mango curry) is a savoury side dish eaten with rice. 
She picked this cold curry for its simplicity and as a nod 
to the hot, mango months. The dish is often served 
during weddings and other ceremonies. 
 Swarna still likes to grate the coconut herself, 
explaining that the store-bought kind is not as fragrant 
and sometimes not properly grated. Being in Thailand, 
she chooses the nam dok mai mango to make the curry 
but insists that a sweet and sour mango is better for the 
dish. Tamarind juice is often used to compensate for the 
lack of sourness in the mango.  
 Sweet, tart, hot, and pungent thanks to mustard 
seeds, avnas ambe sasam is best eaten immediately after 
it is made and must be refrigerated as it spoils easily. 
 

Ingredients 
• 2 ripe mangoes, diced  
• 2 cups pineapple, boiled 
• 1 medium-sized coconut, grated 
• 2–3 red chillies, dried and roasted 
• 1 teaspoon ground turmeric 
• 2 tablespoons mustard seeds 
• 1/2 cup jaggery [gur]
• 2 tablespoons tamarind juice with thick pulp 
(optional) 
• seedless grapes, halved, or soaked raisins (optional) 
• salt to taste

Method 
1. Grind grated coconut, chillies, turmeric, tamarind 
juice, and salt in the blender, adding enough water until 
it becomes a smooth paste.

2. Add mustard seeds to the mixture and grind coarsely. 
Set aside.

3. Add jaggery to the boiled pineapple.

4. Pour the coconut paste over the pineapple, add 
mango and mix well.

5. Add grapes to the curry. You can also garnish the 
dish using the halved grapes or raisins.

Serves 8–10


