
❛I’M PROBABLY 

MADE UP OF HALF 

HEALTHY FOOD, 

HALF CAKE!❜

             

Known for her indulgent cakes 
with a twist, the popular baker 

talks street food, spices and 
eating her decadent creations...

HOW I STAY 
HEALTHY

Chetna Makan, cookery writer and GBBO semi-finalist 
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F irst things first: how much cake  
do you really eat? People think  
I don’t eat all the cakes I make, 

but I do try them all! I’ve got a  
very sweet tooth, but my meals  
are very healthy, which I’m sure 
helps balance out my cake eating 
habits. In fact, I’m probably made 
up of half healthy food, half cake!

What sort of foods make up the ‘healthy 
half’ of your diet? I eat lots of lentils 
and vegetables. I cook with a wide 
variety of lentils – black, green, red 
– and they all taste so different. 
Everything is freshly cooked, which 
means I know what I’m putting into 
it. I don’t eat takeaways. 

Are you a snacker? No – for me a taste 
is just half a teaspoon. I prefer to 
have set meals. I don’t eat late  
and I think that helps my body.  
I usually eat with the children  
(aged nine and seven) at 5 or 6 
o’clock and later maybe I’ll just have 
a cup of tea.

Have you ever had issues with your 
weight? I was quite heavy when I 
first left home in Mumbai to study.  
Street food was my breakfast, lunch 
and dinner, and I used to eat at the 
stalls near our college. I did lose 
that weight – and then put it back 
on when I was pregnant. 

How did you slim down again?  
I bought an exercise bike after I  
had my first baby. Whenever she 
napped I’d go on the exercise bike. 
It helped me lose weight after  
my second child, too. I’m not 
embarrassed by weight, but I’m 
quite body proud. I didn’t do it to fit 
into a particular size, just for myself. 

Why did you choose street food as the 
topic of your new book? I wanted to 
show how much variety there is. 
Indian food isn’t just about curry 
and naan. I stuck with four major 
cities to show the contrast in 

l Find Chetna’s 
favourite street food 
recipes in her new book, 
Chai, Chaat & Chutney 
(Mitchell Beazley, £20).

THREE THINGS I LOVE

BAKING AND COOKING 
WITH MY KIDS 

They like helping  
to make chapattis 

and pasta.

GARDENING
 I absolutely love it.  

If I had more time, I’d 
like to grow things 

from scratch. 

SPINNING 
It’s intense and short 

– great, because I 
don’t have much time 

for exercise.

cooking styles. I visit Delhi and 
Bombay a lot, but Kolkata was such 
a surprise. There are lighter, fresher 
flavours, using fish, lentils and rice 
as the basis of street food. They 
cook fresh fish in ways I haven’t 
seen before. This is different from 
food in Delhi, where it’s more about 
snacks and heavy chickpea curries.

Did your new discoveries influence the 
way you cook? Though I was already 
cooking with lentils, I’m more 
experimental now. In north Indian 
(my style) cooking, you use a lot of 
tempering [cooking spices in oil, 
then adding to a dish]. In Kolkata 
they only cook with cumin seeds. 
That variation was quite unusual for 
me, but I’ve been trying it more.

What do you make of the western idea 
of thinking of spices, such as turmeric, 
as ‘super foods’? Spices can be used 
for so many things – it’s always 
been that way. But because not 
everyone knows, now people 
behave as if it’s a new discovery. 
When I was little we were made to 
drink turmeric milk if we were hurt, 
and if you had toothache, you 
chewed cloves. These are things I 
remember my mum doing for me. 
And they do help. It’s why spices 
began to be used so much in 

cooking, which makes sense in 
India, where there are lots of 
alternative therapies. 

What do you make of the backlash 
against sugar? I think it’s a good thing. 
It’s easy to give children convenience 
food, but you don’t know how it’s 
made, and it’s often full of sugar. 
There’s so much of it in many of the 
pasta sauces you buy, for example. 
Cooking lets you control how much 
you put in. It’s when you don’t know 
how much you’re having – main 
meal with a juice, plus a treat – that 
it adds up so fast.

Do your children eat much sugar?
My kids have a sweet tooth, but we 
only have homemade desserts. I’m 
happy with their diet – they eat lots 
of veg and lentils. They’re fussy, like 
all kids, but more open-minded 
than many. Even if they don’t fancy 
something, they’ll still try it.

What’s your favourite cake?
It has to be victoria sponge, there’s 
no question about that.
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