SALEEMA’S MEMORY OF KARACHI BIRYANI
A bold, nostalgic biryani with fire, fragrance, and feeling – just like Ammi made it.
“I can see Ammi making this in her tiny Karachi kitchen — eyes fierce and patient at the same time. The whole street smelled of it, especially on Fridays.”

🌾 INGREDIENTS (Serves 4–6)
For the Rice
· 3 cups basmati rice – soaked 30 minutes
· Salt – for boiling water
· Whole spices:
· 4 cloves
· 2 bay leaves
· 1 black cardamom
· 1 small cinnamon stick
For the Masala
· 1 kg mutton or chicken (bone-in preferred)
· 2 large onions – thinly sliced
· 2 large tomatoes – chopped by hand
· 1½ tbsp ginger-garlic paste
· ¾ cup plain yogurt (Ammi said “Always use the neighbour’s cow’s dahi”)
· ¼ cup ghee (or oil, but Ammi always chose ghee)
· Juice of 1 lemon
· 2–3 green chillies – slit open
· Fresh coriander and mint – 1 handful each, chopped
· Optional: pinch of saffron soaked in warm milk
Spices
· 2 tsp red chilli powder (or “as much as her temper,” as Saleema puts it)
· 1¼ tsp turmeric
· 2 tsp coriander powder
· 1 tsp garam masala
· Salt – to taste

🥘 METHOD
1. Cook the Meat Masala
· Heat ghee in a large pot. Add onions and sauté until deep golden brown.
· Stir in the ginger-garlic paste and fry until the raw smell disappears.
· Add chopped tomatoes. Cook until they break down and oil begins to separate.
· Add red chilli, turmeric, coriander powder, and salt. Stir.
· Toss in the meat and fry for 5–7 minutes until sealed and coated in spice.
· Add yogurt, lemon juice, green chillies, coriander, and mint. Mix.
· Cover and cook on medium-low until meat is tender and masala thickens. Add a splash of water only if needed.
· Finish with a sprinkle of garam masala.
Saleema says: “When the onions darkened, so did Ammi’s gaze. She added the spices, my job was cutting tomatoes, and she’d practically throw the mutton in.”

2. Boil the Rice
· In a separate large pot, bring water to a boil. Salt it well — it should taste like seawater.
· Add whole spices.
· Add soaked rice and cook until 70–80% done — the grains should still have a bite.
· Drain immediately.
“I can still hear the clack of the rice pot lid,” says Saleema. “The boil loud enough to call the neighbours to dinner.”

3. Layer & Dum (Steam)
· In a heavy-bottomed pot, layer half the rice at the bottom.
· Add all the meat masala on top.
· Layer the remaining rice over the masala.
· Top with a few extra mint leaves, fried onions (if you have), and saffron milk if using.
· Cover tightly with a lid or foil. You can seal the edges with dough for traditional dum.
· Cook on very low heat for 20–25 minutes. Let rest 10 minutes before serving.
“On went the lid, sealed tight. Heat low, like her voice as it called me to eat.”

🍽️ Serve With:
· Sweet mint raita
· Tangy kachumber salad (cucumber, onion, tomato, lemon)
· Wedges of fresh lemon
· A cold glass of Rooh Afza or chai afterward, if you're lucky

