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Introduction

In the late 1980s my uncle went on holiday to Sri Lanka, and never came back. He became very influential in the tourist industry, buying one of the first boutique hotels on the island, founding the charity ‘Adopt Sri Lanka’ during the tsunami in 2004 and setting up the Galle Literary festival in 2007.

He lives on Taprobane Island – a strip of jungle perched on rocks with an old white house – off Weligama Bay. My family and I first went to visit him 15 years ago when Sri Lanka was in the midst of civil war. We seemed to be the only tourists and you weren’t allowed to travel north of Colombo. I remember that smack of hot, humid air with the strong, musty scent of the tropics when I stepped off the plane. I still look forward to that moment when I visit now. I instantly feel at home in Sri Lanka.
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I remember that smack of hot, humid aire with the strong, must scent of the tropics when I stepped off the plane.
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Back then, there wasn’t a motorway and it would take a whole day to get to Galle from Colombo airport, travelling on the rusty red broken-down steam train, with its many cases of ‘engine trouble’. My sister and I loved it, tap water wasn’t safe to drink so it was a free pass to guzzle Sprite and Coca-Cola from those iconic glass bottles with thick red straws.

Rising at dawn, we’d watch the pink sunrises from Taprobane Island with my grandmother, who would tell us stories of her childhood growing up in Australia.

We would listen while looking out over a calm turquoise sea with multi-coloured wooden fishing boats bobbing peacefully against a pearly grey morning mist.

Copying the locals, we kids delighted in eating curry with our right hand instead of using a fork and drinking pumpkin-coloured coconuts ‘thambili’ straight off the palm tree. I remember being made to do homework to the sound of monks chanting their afternoon prayers during monsoon. Every morning we swallowed bitter, chalky malaria pills hidden in thick, sweet MD brand strawberry jam before a breakfast of imported Marmite and ‘banis’ – Sri Lankan sweet bread – together with fresh tropical fruit, sambols and string hoppers.
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As I got older, I often thought that food in London lacked the vibrancy, colour and freshness of Sri Lankan cooking. I couldn’t understand why it was so difficult to find good-quality Sri Lankan food like you could Italian food. It simply wasn’t a popular or understood cuisine in the West.
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My fascination with spices began to flourish; I loved the smells, earthy colours and the organic nature of working with them.
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My favourite Italian restaurant is the River Café in Hammersmith. I love everything about that place from the garden overlooking the Thames to their easy-to-use, timeless cookbooks. Rose Gray, one of the co-founders of the restaurant, was friendly with my uncle and grandmother, having cooked at the Galle Literary festival. She loved Sri Lanka and loved painting it too. I began to imagine a Sri Lankan River Café. I would call it Weligama; I loved the name – a reminder of childhood memories on Taprobane Island – and it sounded warm and welcoming. Playful.

I am a creative and have never been text-book ‘cheffy’. The thought process from developing a recipe to the final plating of a dish is similar to the work of a painting or sculpture. Like an artist, you experiment with different ingredients to create flavour combinations, and the little notebook you write down recipe ideas in is your sketchbook.
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I loved to paint the waves of the sea; I would go to Brighton and sit on the pebbles overlooking the crashing surf, reminiscing about Mirissa Beach in south Sri Lanka.
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At art school, I would mix spices with egg yolk, creating pastes to paint with. I’ve always loved to experiment, whether it be in a studio or a kitchen. My fascination with spices began to evolve; I loved the smells, earthy colours and the organic nature of working with them. Pouring vinegar on to the canvas so that it would erode and spoil. I loved to paint the waves of the sea; I would go to Brighton and sit on the pebbles overlooking the crashing surf, reminiscing about Mirissa Beach in south Sri Lanka.

My first cooking job was a bit random and spontaneous: it was on a ranch in Wyoming. I loved the freedom of cooking whatever I wanted. I began to cook curries on Thursdays, introducing a new one each week inspired by my grandmother, who emailed me recipes she had learnt from living in Delhi in the 50s. The first curry I ever learnt to make is in this book here.
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When I came back to the UK, I started work at the Dock Kitchen, which opened my eyes to beautiful produce. I had never before seen the bright pink-and-white casing of Borlotti beans or the delicate stripes of a Castelfranco radicchio. My job was to pick fresh elderflowers and nettles alongside the canal, then pod peas in the sun on the terrace.

From there I went to Ducksoup in Soho. There is such an energy and buzz in that part of London and I came to know all the little local shops, buying fresh pasta from Camisa on Old Compton Street; fish sauce and curry leaves from Chinatown; and borrowing olive oil from Quo Vadis when we ran out.

Throughout working in busy London restaurants, I was still secretly obsessed with Sri Lankan food; I bought every Sri Lankan cookbook I could find and taught myself how to cook it at home. I found a recipe for egg hoppers that looked unlike anything I had ever seen before and that excited me. Having read they were notoriously difficult to make I set myself a challenge. I liked the idea but wanted to develop it into something new and original. At the time, I was struggling with my health and needed a distraction.

I spent ages testing them: either they would stick to the pan or flop out like limp, soggy pancakes. Frustrated, but stubborn, I ran around South Harrow, Tooting Broadway and Southall markets for months asking for tips on how to cook a hopper. Always met with the same response: a frown and a, ‘Miss, even my mother can’t make hoppers!’

Finally, after months of failures and late-night hopper floppers, I finally had it sussed. The pan had to be not too hot, not too cold: the Goldilocks temperature. I discovered a secret ingredient and came up with my own fool-proof recipe (here). Overcome with excitement, I bought a second-hand camping stove and, armed with my hopper gear, I demonstrated my creation to the owners of Hatch in Homerton.
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They loved it and said I could do a pop-up on Sundays. I had no signage. No business plan. No money. To top it off, nobody knew what they were. So I wrote a description of how to eat them. ‘They are nice’, I wrote in chalk.

In Sri Lanka, hoppers are as basic as sliced white bread. I wanted to liven them up, so I created different varieties to make them fun and interesting: the mini egg hopper; the hopper whopper; and my cult Weligama egg hopper with pol sambol, seeni sambol, kirry hoddy dipping sauce, lime and peanuts. A ‘flavour bomb’ designed to be rolled up and eaten with your hands, like a taco, Weligama hoppers became the modern, updated egg hopper. The Evening Standard described them as ‘Utterly fantastic, a cult hit’ and that I was ‘Hopping mad’.

My hopper stall, Weligama, opened in May 2015, followed by Hoppers restaurant on Frith Street, central London that October. Sri Lankan food had finally caught the attention of the London food scene and was trending.

Trading at markets provided me with a solid platform to find my voice in food and evolve as a cook, but I evolved even more while writing this book. I took some time out from the stall and spent it researching Sri Lankan food and the country to further develop my style of cooking. At first, I was adamant every ingredient had to be authentic – stressing out if I couldn’t find dill seed. Over time, I found it best to work with the seasons and make use of whatever was available in the UK. Cooking seasonally not only makes the ingredient more special and unique, it sets a boundary that can sharpen your creativity as your choice for produce is limited, giving you a framework and structure.

My cooking is influenced and inspired by the people with whom I’ve worked and the places I’ve explored. I find it fascinating going back to the roots of production, observing how cinnamon is produced, tea picked and rice harvested. I stick with Asian influences while using ingredients readily available in the UK. Unlike traditional Sri Lankan cooking, I cook meat slowly and fish fast. I reduce the amount of spice whilst keeping it fresh with lots of lime juice and fresh herbs. I like knowing where things come from by supporting small business and their produce. Everything has a story.

My recipes are not a set of rules but guidelines. ‘Taste as you go’ is my main suggestion, together with:

- Practise mise en place – prep all your ingredients before you start and have an organised and clean set up. You will feel calmer and more zen. If you are feeling good your food will taste good.

- Read the recipe beforehand – so you know you have all the right ingredients and tools with which to start. There might be an element you need to make in advance, for example buffalo labneh or chilli butter.

- Don’t stress if you don’t have all the ingredients – you can often swap one for something else (see the substitution table here).

- Don’t go too crazy with spices – you can get a bit distracted grating a nutmeg, but too much and your teeth will go numb or you will hallucinate!

- Don’t panic! – If something f**ks up, let your guests join in – get everyone involved. Invite your kids to crack the eggs and your great-aunt to pick herbs.

Above all, relax, be inventive, inquisitive and instinctive rather than prude and exact. Remember that cooking, plating and sharing food is a way of expressing oneself, and connecting to others. It frees the mind yet connects the soul. Learning to cook is a lifelong journey and every enthusiast should remain humble and hungry to learn more. Keep exploring, and don’t be afraid to be different and try something new.


Sri Lankan sample menus

A proper Sri Lankan meal will consist of every taste, colour and texture sensation – sweet, salty, bitter, spicy, crunchy, creamy, wet, dry, fresh and raw. These elements are brought together in harmony by soulful rice, a staple food in Sri Lanka, accompanied by a variety of curries all served at once; something crunchy like poppadoms or fried bitter gourd; a cooked salad (known as mallum) and a selection of sambols and pickle, sometimes known as ‘rice pullers’.
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A proper Sri Lankan meal will consist of every taste, colour and texture sensation
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Here are some seasonal menu suggestions for 4–6 people.

SPRING

Lamb neck’s curry (see Venison curry – here)

Fried mackerel curry (see Squid curry – here)

Egg curry (here)

Raw asparagus and mint sambol (here)

Wild mushrooms with chilli, arrack and yoghurt (here)

SUMMER

Rabbit curry (here)

Squid curry (here)

Tomato Curry (here)

Samphire, mango and lime sambol (here)

Papaya, radish, buffalo curd and chilli salad (here)

AUTUMN

Chicken curry (here)

Pumpkin curry (here)

Fried leeks with crispy onions (here)

Cabbage mallum, using turnip tops (here)

WINTER

Beef curry (here)

Cabbage Mallum (here)

Sweet potato curry (here)

Beetroot curry (here)

Carrot and orange sambol (here)
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