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One Crab,  
Many Flavours

Before Sri Lanka’s acclaimed restaurant 
Ministry of Crab hits Mumbai’s shores, 

Chef Dharshan Munidasa gives  
Pooja Bhula a peek into what to expect

H
aving your restau-
rants consistently 
rank in the Asia’s 
50 Best list is no 

mean feat. Chef  Dharshan 
Munidasa’s first baby, Ni-
honbashi (opened in 1995) 
has stayed on the list since 
2013 and Ministry of  Crab, 
opened in 2011, for three 
years in a row. It’s no won-
der then that there’s much 
enthusiasm around Gour-
met Investments bringing 
MOC to Mumbai, which 
loves its crab and sea-
food with a repertoire 
of  iconic restaurants 
like Mahesh Lunch 
Home, and specialty 
Konkani and Malvani 
eateries. While the venue 
for MOC in Mumbai, slated 
to open around April, re-
mains unrevealed because 
he’s still deciding between 
two, Munidasa is happy to 
share what’s on offer.

��How will Ministry of  
Crab be different from 
what already available? 

The focus will be on 
crabs and they’ll be much 
bigger. The bite and resist-
ance that you experience 
when biting into a big crab 
claw is incomparable to 
that of  a small one. Your 
tongue comes in contact 
with the entire claw meat; 
the sensations are differ-
ent. Ultimately one crab 
has only two claws, so 
when we focus on getting 
big crabs, it will result in 
you getting a totally differ-
ent dining experience. 

�� Fresh, quality ingredi-
ents has been the USP for 
both your restaurants.Is  
procurement a challenge 
in Mumbai? 

Yes, the best (crab) 
goes out (gets ex-
ported). But our 
partners here un-
derstood this, and 
that's half  the bat-

tle won. India has some 
good crab, it’s just a matter 
of  getting it. We'll source lo-
cally as much as possible, 
but import Japanese rice, 
soya sauce and olive oil. 

�� Chefs who are initially 
reluctant to adapt also 
eventually Indianise 
their menus...

Where are they now? If  I 
have to do what everyone is 
doing, then why should I 
bring Ministry of  Crab 

here? We'll probably just 
add one or two dishes 
to our vegetarian se-
lection, depending on 

what's locally available.

��What types of  crabs 
will you be plating out?

We only use on type: mud 
crabs that we’ll be sourcing 
from the south east and 
south west of  India. 

��Will they be only 
cooked the traditional 
Sri Lankan way? 

Oh no (smiles), our chilli 
and pepper crabs are Sin-
gapore inspired, the curry 
crab is Sri Lankan and gar-
lic crab doesn't belong to 
any place, it's my crea-
tion...there's a lot of  varie-
ty. But I like to keep the 
menu small. When you do 
too much with too many in-
gredients, you lose focus. 

��What if  one needs a 
break from crab? Any 
pairings to look out for?

We also celebrate the 
freshwater prawn. As for 
pairings, the best is with 
bread. In terms wine, 
there's sauvignon blanc, 
though personally I prefer 
champagne, and the pepper 

crab could also be paired 
with big wine like 

Bordeaux, Malbec 
or Cabernet. 

pooja.bhula 
@dnaindia.net;  

@PoojaBhula
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With Pravasi Bharatiya Divas on  
January 9, Sohini Das Gupta asks  

gastronomes to trace the journey of  
Indian food that has travelled overseas

hen you crave 
home food in a 
foreign land, it’s 
not just food that 
you’re missing, 
it’s a place in 
your head, a feel-

ing that you’re struggling to recre-
ate,” says food blogger Sayantani 
Mahapatra, originally from West 
Bengal, of  her time in Japan, 
where she lived from 2012-13. 
Much like one of  Jhumpa Lahiri’s 
diasporic protagonists trying to 
rustle up a makeshift snack of  
jhalmuri (spicy puffed rice) with 
Rice Krispies, Planters peanuts, 
chopped red onions and a dash of  
mourning in the place of  mustard 
oil, Mahapatra relieved herself  of  
this constant state of  nostalgia by 
giving in to experimentation.

Soon, Japanese amberjack, a 
fish they locally call buri, re-
placed baby katlas in gravies, as 
homemade wasabi made sure 
she never missed the wicked bite 
of  mustard. Mizuna (Japanese 
mustard greens) found its way 
into the Bengali classic of  chor-
chori, and a boiled-and-caramel-
ised concoction of  brown sugar, 
dates and maple syrup masked 
the absence of  date-palm jaggery. 
Mahapatra even proceeded to 
substitute the sacred hilsa with a 
bigger variety of  mackerel, 
which when cooked well with 
black cumin seeds “tastes a lot 
like the real jhol (curry)”. This 
new culinary index depended on 
Mahapatra’s willingness to dive 
under racks of  an alien super-
market and create dishes “that 
were fair equivalents in taste, 

and not ingredients”. But it’s not 
always as simple. 

Restaurateur Nikhil Merchant, 
whose partner venture Imli hopes 
to flip the “cut-copy-paste menu” 
in LA’s Indian eateries, reveals the 
struggles of  foreign-Indian cui-
sine in a different part of  the 
world. “While procuring ingredi-
ents isn’t a trouble in Indian-pop-
ulated American cities like New 
York, New Jersey or Chicago, 
pricing and sustainability get in 
the way of  homecooks looking to 
reprise dishes with elements that, 
due to their exotic status, cost 
more in the US. “When you have 
to spend $4 on a carton of  cream 
for your murgh makhani, which 
is available at a restaurant for 
$12+, it’s easy to be discouraged.” 
Merchant blames the American 
wariness of  stocking up on sepa-
rate spices for a veritable invasion 
of  packaged garam masala. It has 
wiped out the complexities  
offered by individual spices like 
red chilli, coriander or turmeric, 
he complains. 

Letting go of  recipes in fa-
vour of  improvisation, it 
would seem, is the key 
to success in the 
nostalgic NRI 
kitchen. Don’t 
have Kashmiri 
laal mirch at 
hand? Rope in the 
familiar smokey-
sweetness of   
Guajillo chillies! 
Trade sultry-red 
tomatoes in cans 
for the fresh umami of  
the Roma variety. But for all 

the extemporisation, remember to 
tell your chicken vindaalo-eating 
non-Indian friend about its pork 
parentage — the story of  its Goan 
coastal origin — for historicity is 
integral to the process. “Chicken 
tikka masala and murgh makhani 
were never meant to be the same 
dish. And if  kale and arugula are 
going to be used as greens in saag 
paneer, the original should be out 
there as well,” reckons Merchant. 

History, however, seems to be 
self-referencing, especially when 
it comes to food travelling across 
oceans and continents in sponta-
neous migration. Britain-based 

chef  and restaurateur Atul Koch-
har says, “In the evolution of  fla-
vours, some give in and make way 
for others, but the dishes carry 
with them their own story.” So 
should you eat the Johnny Roti in 
the Caribbean, it’s a chance to 
trace your way back to its original 
nomenclature of  ‘Journey Roti’, a 
handy meal for migrant labourers 
headed for the fields. Don’t be in-
credulous, as Kochhar was, if  a 
Ugandan street food vendor offers 
you a Rolex — not the watch, but 
a distant cousin of  ‘rolled-egg’, 
the very egg-roll Kolkatans wear 
as their culinary badge of  honour. 

Kochhar also offers the exam-
ple of  the bunny chow – a staple 
at his Mumbai restaurant NRI – 
that travelled to Durban from In-
dia as a basic bean curry around 
the mid 19th century. The dish  
reformatted itself  into a bread 
bowl stuffed with beans or meat, 
and in recent years, has returned 
to the country of  its origin as a 
gourmet dish. When you bite into 
the protein-filled belly of  the 

bread, you are a part of  the 
dish’s incredible journey, 

which saw non-white 
labourers in South 
Africa fashioning 
a bowl out of  
bread in the dis-
criminatory envi-
ronment of   
apartheid. 

How’s that for 
a taste of  the  
foreign-Indian?

sohini.dasgupta
@dnaindia.net;  
@gupta_sohini
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Ugandan street food 
vendors offer you a 
Rolex—not the watch, 
but a distant cousin of 
Kolkata’s egg roll
Atul Kochhar, Restaurateur 

The idea is to 
experiment and create 
dishes that are fair 
equivalents in taste, not 
ingredients   
Sayantani Mahapatra,  
Food Blogger

Procuring ingredients 
isn’t a trouble in Indian-
populated American 
cities, but pricing and 
sustainability get in the 
way of homecooking  
Nikhil Merchant, Restaurateur 
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Leave your cough syrup and suck on 
something sour this winter. Yogesh Pawar 

gives you several traditional options

Kuch khatta 
ho jaaye...

W
hile high energy and protein foods are needed to combat 
the winter cold, souring agents too have health benefits 
such as boosting digestion, absorption and immunity, as 
well as keeping the nasty cold and cough away. Given our 

diverse traditions and cuisines, no one souring agent seems to work 
for all of  India. Every region has its own favourites. Here are some:

Tamarind
The fruit of this African native deciduous 
tree, introduced to India thousands of years 
ago, has made itself completely at home 
even travelling to South East Asia and Far 
East Asia from this subcontinent. Though 
Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Kerala are the 
among the top tamarind producers, con-
noisseurs swear by the fruit from Bastar in 
Chhatisgarh. Much of the tang in chutneys, 
sambars and the kulambus (a type of broth) 
and even fish curries (Mangalore) from 
down South can be credited to tamarind 
that’s the soul of our khatta-meetha chutney 
and tangy pani-puri water. It aids in weight 
loss, cancer prevention and improved diges-
tion. Packed with Vitamin C, minerals like 
magnesium and potassium, and antioxi-
dants, tamarind is a storehouse of nutrients.

Kokum
A popular mainstay of cooking 
in Maharashtra, Goa, Karnataka 
and Assam, this souring agent 
belongs to the mangosteen family. 
Its violet-red fruits are dried and 
preserved to add when cooking, 
and its extract is added to fresh 
coconut milk to prepare the all-
time favourite coastal Maharastrian 
apertif sol kadhi.

Kudam Puli
Though the world is just waking up 
to its magical weight-loss properites, 
this delicious sour fruit of the Garcinia 
Cambogia has helped enliven fish cur-
ries for thousands of years in Kerala 
and southern parts of coastal Karna-
taka. The tiny pumpkin-like yellowish-
green fruit is dried out till it turns pitch 
black and is stored to be added as a 
foil to fiery, red-hot curries in this belt 
and in some parts of Assam.

Gongura
Cooked with green chillies, garlic and 
vegetables into a nutritious leafy veg-
etable, gongura leaves are also great 
for preparing pickles and chutneys 
made with green/red chillies. A hot fa-
vourite of Telangana, Andhra and Tamil 
Nadu, it is consumed with relish along 
the Maharashtra-Karnataka border, Od-
isha, Jharkhand, in the Santhal tribal 
pockets of Bengal and North Eastern 
states of Mizoram and Manipur.

Kachri Powder
Found largely in Rajasthan, across the 
Indo-Pak border from the Thar, and 
parts of Mewat, this wild berry is 
quite a fascinating souring agent. 
Dried and powdered, kachri is 
used in signature Kayasth dishes 
like badam pasande. It tenderises 
and marinades meat and was 
a favourite of the desert state’s 
royals, who often used it to bring out 
the best gamey flavour of venison.

AnarDana
Ever wonder why despite the best 

ingredients and following the recipe 
to a T your chole never turns 
out like in rural Punjab? Their 
secret is pomegranate seeds. 
Anardaana’s tangy bite and dis-
tinct taste can’t be matched. This 

natural aphrodisiac is also good 
for your heart, improves memory, 

relieves joint pain, normalises blood 
pressure, and helps combat cancer.

Hog plums
Ambade to Maharashtra and amtekaai 
to Karnataka, this native of Asia’s 
tropical rainforests is a great sour-
ing agent for vegetables, dal, fish 
and pork preparations. It makes 
for some of the yummiest pickle 
by itself in brine or with fiery 
byadgi chilli powder. Yet another 
souring agent that has gone from 
India across the length and breadth 
of South East Asia and Far East Asia.

Raw Mango
A versatile ingredient, it is used in its 
raw form to make chutneys/pickles 
and added to dals, vegetables, chaat, 
meat and fish preparations from 
across the Indo-Gangetic plains to the 
Cauvery delta. The dried, powdered 
raw mango flesh, popularly called 
aamchur, is a much-liked souring 
agent for many parts of North, East 
and North West India.

Amla
Just like raw mango, 
gooseberries can 
be used raw when 
fresh, or dried, 
powdered and 
stored for adding 
to dal or vegetables.  
This practice is more 
prevalent in Central India and tribal 
belts of the Gujarat-Maharashtra bor-
der where amla grows in abundance. 
One of the richest sources of Vitamin 
C, it helps in repair of all body tissue, 
formation of collagen, absorption 
of iron, boosting immunity, healing 
wounds and maintaining cartilage, 
bones, and teeth.
p_yogesh@dnaindia.net; @powerofyogesh
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