RECQUEJAUN AND BOTTLE MASALA

East Indlan'Christians are not - as one might suppose — from
the eastarn bui the wastern coast of India. Convartad to

Christianity by the Portuguese at their original habitals around
Salsette and Basseln, members of this community later moved

to anclaves in Bombay such as Mazagon, Bandra, Mahim,
Cavel and Girgaum. Like Goan Christians, they adopted
Portuguese customs, language, dress and food. Some years
ago, we met Edythe Chaves, born in 1905 and Eunice D'Mello,
born in the 1910s, two delightful ladies fram the tranquil
Khotachi Wadi in Girgaum. Both have passed away, but the
memory of that meeting lingers.

The heritage precinct of Khotachi Wadi, comprising a collection
of charming vemacular bungalow-style dwellings, is a rare and
unique example of 19th century domestic architecture, which

has fortuitously and miraculously survived the onslaught of the
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Traditionally, the staple accompaniment at East Indian Christian
meals has been millet bread, jowar rotfs or bhakris. On festive
occasions, the bhakri is substituted with a variety of arros or
pulaos, or with bread, fugyas, polias, chaliaps, waddas and
sannas made of rice or wheat flour. Aps, thin bread of rice flour,
have been all time favourites.

“The rice for the aps was washed, put in the sun and then

pounded into flour. Then you boiled water with a pinch of salt and

when bubbling, you added rice flour, stirred it briskly and turned
it onto a platter. Kneading had to be done correctly and it was a
real art at which some women were experts. They'd take a little
ball of dough and pat it deftly between the palms into aps. They
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ginger, garlic, hlack and long peppers added for flavour, and
tamarind or cocum for pungency. The Portuguese glfted Indla
with a variety of planis discovered in the New World. These
included the balaia or potato, the couve or cabbage (which

bacama gabi or kobi), and also tha tomato, cashew, ananas or

pineapple, the papaya and pera (peru) or guava, and, of

course, pao (bread) and biscoito (biscuit). The introduction of

green and red chilli peppers revolutionised Indian cuisine.

The result was an incredible synthesis of new cooking
technigues and ingredients. The Goan and East Indian Catholic

Christian communities retained most of their original recipes, but
re-christened some of them with Portuguese names. The popular

tish vindafoo, for instance, comes from the Portuguese vianda
(meat) d'atho, assad from assado, fogass or fugad (from
Portuguese fogaca, fogo or fire).

East Indian Christians generally avoid beef because of their Hindu

otigins, but many relish pork, which was favoured by the

Portuguese. Meat, fish and chicken dishes are highly spiced with

fresh masala pastes and the piquant 'bottle masala', which is a

trademark of East Indian cuisine. Girls are trained from a
yaung age to learn to prepare these masalas. “| didn't go 1o
college hecause my mother said that higher education is not
meant for girls”, recounts Edythe Chaves. “She made me sit
at home and learn how to grind fresh masalas with dhaniya,
jeera and chillis. One masala is called Ahuci which has
onions, garlic, ginger and green chillis. We put a little baghar
oil into the skillet and fry khudi masala and then add bottle
masala. Generally khudi, which is pungent, is made with
chicken. There's another yellow masala with thick coconut
milk, which is sweeter. They call it kafdin in Goa but we call it
pureej and it's mainly used for fish preparations.”

The East Indian Christians are partial to gofe, surmai and
pomfret. A favourite preparation is fish baffad with a ground
masala paste of green chillies, cumin and fresh turmeric.
Sliced chillis, onions, garlic and ginger are fried and then the
ground paste is added with salt and thin coconut juice. When
the gravy thickens, a little vinegar and thick coconut juice are
put in with tamarind juice and the fish is added when the
gravy comes to a bail. A favourite accompaniment to the

main course at lunch or dinner is balchao, fish pickled in
vinegar, gatic and chillis.

Curries like frithad which is made with chicken, mutton or
beef, incorporate a variety of ingredients like red chillis,
garlic, cumin, coriander, khus-khus, cloves, cardamoms,
cinnamon, peppercorns and sesame seeds, onions,
tomatoes and tamarind. Many popular dishes including moife
with duck, khudi with chicken, sambarin with pork and
fonvas with mutton, are given that exira touch of flavour with
a spoonful or two of battle masala.

The spices for this special masala are cleaned and dried in
the sun. Each ingredient is then individually dry-roasted on a
tawa or in a frying pan. “Bottle masala was made in the
month of March”, our charming ladies told us. "All the
families joined together in making the year's supply and then
putting it in bottles. So for the whole month, Khotachi Wadi
would smell of chillis and spices. it was terrible when the
chillis went up your nose. We had professional women who
Came and pounded the ingredients in a tradiional wooden

preparations, which begin each year around the 20th of
December.

“In the old days, it was mainly sweets of almonds and most of
us have a special marble grinder inherited from cur mothers-in-
law which is used only for almonds”, said Mrs Ghaves and Mrs

D'Mello. “Almonds are very expensive now but when they were

cheap, we used to grind them with rase water to just the right,

dry consistency to make marzipans. Certain women were
specialists in this art. There was another sweet called Milk

Cream. Milk and sugar are cooked till quite thick, then almonds

and vanilla essence are added. That's again difficult because you

must know when to take it off the fire. it must be white as snow
with not even a hint of brown.”

“We alse make Recquejaun, which is probably a corruption of

some Portuguese name. Boil milk, add sour lime juice to break it
up and curdle it and then tie it in a clean cloth and let all the water
drain out. Next moming, that has to be ground with aimonds and
sugar. Again, there is an art in cooking it after grinding. We really

miss buying almonds in large quantities. Christmas sweets are
just not the same withourt them!”
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