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In this book, accompany Sonal Ved on a journey of taste through the various timelines across
the Indian subcontinent. We go from the banks of the Indus in 1900 bc to the great kingdoms of
the north many centuries later; from the time of the Mauryansto when the Mughal Sultanate
reigned supreme. Meet the Europeans merchants desperate to trade in Indian treasures, be it
the deep-blue indigo or the pricey pepper.On this trip discover answersto such questions as
What are the origins of chutney or of the fruit punch, and how are they connected to India? Who
taught us how to make ladi pav and kebabs, and how did the Burmese khow suey land up on the
wedding menus of Marwaris? The author takes us through the food history and traditions from
the mountains in Kashmir to the backwaters of Kanyakumari; from the ports of the Bay of Bengal
to the shores of the Arabian Sea, where traders and travellers arrived from the world over. And,
finally, we find out whose samosa it truly is . . .



SONAL VEDWHOSE SAMOSA IS IT ANYWAY?The Story of where ‘Indian’ Food Really came
fromPENGUIN BOOKSCONTENTSIntroduction1. The Indus Valley2. The Impact of Religion3.
Indian Royalty4. Traders and Conquerors5. ConclusionReferencesAcknowledgementsFollow
PenguinCopyrightAdvance Praise For The Book‘The genius of India has always been its ability
to take global traditions and influences and turn them into something uniquely Indian. Indian
cuisine is the best example of India’s ability to take the international and make it national. Sonal
shows us, in this marvellous book, how India created one of the world’s best cuisines through
absorption and assimilation.’—Vir Sanghvi, journalist and author‘True perspective for any cook
to really have a strong relationship with food comes from understanding where the food comes
from not just geographically but historically and culturally. This book is going to be a gift to many
of those cooks seeking to elevate their relationship with food and make it more genuine.’—
Ranveer Brar, celebrity chef‘This book is the need of the hour; I have waited 20 years for
someone to write it.’—Kurush Dalal, archaeologist, historian, food anthropologist and
raconteur‘A long overdue, refreshingly modern curiosity applied to the history of Indian cuisine.
Sonal aptly brings her quirky and fun-spirited personality to the writing desk.’—Garima Arora,
chef; first Indian woman to win a Michelin starTo my mother Asha, whose kitchen was my first
ground for research and whose support (and lunches) have fuelled this projectIntroductionMy
curiosity to understand Indian cuisine began in the school canteen, my first exploration of food
outside of home. The house I grew up in wasn’t at all an ideal prototype to study the evolution of
regional food. Like many urban Indian families, we were rooted in tradition—by way of Indian
fasts and feasts—but an everyday meal at home was diverse, global and ahead of its time.If
there is one thing you should know about Gujarati families living in a metropolis in India, then it’s
the fact that they gave up traditional cooking and moved to Tarla Dalal-inspired meals over two
decades ago. My school tiffin seldom came stacked with rotli, daal, bhaat and shaak, or as the
cool kids called it, RDBS. It was a neat show of saucy paneer enchiladas, falafel stuffed inside
bajra pitas, baby corn idlis, cream cheese pinwheel sandwiches, spinach and cheese havdo,
things that made my tiffin the most covetable item in class—actually the second, after the back
bench during a post-lunch chemistry class.Unless I visited cousins in the heart of Kutch or
Saurashtra, my exposure to Gujarati food remained the rice flour pankis that I ate at Swati
Snacks, a restaurant in Bombay known for ‘authentic’ Gujarati cuisine (David Chang ate here).
But even those meals were tinted with flavours inspired by Bombay. Occasionally, we ate hyper-
traditional dishes, like a ghee-dotted bowl of dal dhokli followed by homemade shrikhand.
Summers meant mango juice-based fajeto (sounds Mexican, but it’s not), and aam panha.
Winters meant gud papdi, lilva ni kachori and undhiyu, and the fasting season meant lots of
faraal food—and that was more or less what I understood about my own region’s cuisine.In the
nineties, when India was experiencing an internet boom, my table started to look different. The
aloo parathas that we ate so often at dinner were nonchalantly served with an Ottolenghi dip
(vaal instead of white broad beans) and amla chutney dotted on Martha Stewart’s soft-shell
tacos. Nigel Slater’s ice-cream base was used to make our annual aam ras tub. So, to put it



simply, the Ved kitchen was ever-evolving and was inspired by American–European influences
before I was able to differentiate between what belonged to my ancestors and what we had been
lugging along like Hailey Beiber and her Bottega.Food at home left me with little matter to string
together and understand what Indian food was all about before the various outside influences
started accumulating over the course of time.My palate had always sought wanderlust. In
school, I marvelled at my Sindhi friend’s tiffin that came brimming with macrolyun patata, or
macaroni cooked in tomato gravy, which she ate with rotis; or at a Bohri friend’s malida, a wheat-
based sweet dish of Afghani origin. And I wondered how this Marwari friend’s mom effortlessly
made authentic khow suey that wasn’t inspired from any cookbook but was an heirloom family
recipe. My best friend, a Jain, though vegetarian on paper, skipped many vegetables. She taught
me how to eat versions of potato-based dishes like pav bhaji, masala dosa and poha that did not
have the root vegetable. And although I thank that experience for helping me understand the
various shades of vegetarianism, I will never forgive her for making me try potato-less French
fries. Yes, these were made of raw bananas.Now that I think about it, there were many
undercurrents that lay in all those school meals, those that differentiated Indian cuisine from
other cuisines but also made it challenging for anyone to describe it in a line or two. I couldn’t do
it then, so I am trying to do it now, and that is why this book of 55,000 words.As I began my
research to understand the history of Indian cuisine, I had more questions than there were
answers for. Did the European traders come before the Arab conquerors? Can you say
cinnamon is an Indian spice even though it first grew in Sri Lanka on the Indian subcontinent?
What are the origins of the quintessential chutney and samosa, or of the fruit punch, and how
are they connected to India? Who taught us how to make ladi pav, and how did the Burmese
khow suey land up on the wedding menus of Marwaris?Experts who could answer my questions
were spread across the world, and there were few books dedicated solely to this subject. As I
set about to deep-dive into India’s culinary history, I realized that the process was not going to be
linear. Ingredients and dishes didn’t show up in the Indian kitchen in a specific order or for a
reason. They just did. Indian cuisine was layered, lacked chronology, and was tinted with myriad
influences that I am just beginning to unravel.The more I found out about the Indian kitchen, the
more I realized that there is no such thing as a definitive Indian cuisine. Research papers,
experts, historians and the internet had a lot of data, but my attempt was to streamline these
ideas and—if I got lucky—to make it readable for my readers.While writing Tiffin, my second
cookbook, which compiles 500 recipes from the twenty-nine states and nine union territories of
India, I had concluded that it was safe to say that there are as many hyper-local Indian cuisines
as there are Indian states. And even states that share borders, like Punjab and Haryana or
Karnataka and Goa, have similarities and dissimilarities, some of which can only be observed if
you look at their kitchens through a magnifying glass. For each region in India has its own
culinary narrative that speaks through its distinct dishes and kitchen staples. Sure, there were
overlaps, but each cuisine packs within itself, textures, layers, ideas and historical nuggets so
that all of Indian food cannot be pigeonholed together to say that there is one Indian cuisine.As a



starting point, I began to understand Indian cuisine by first determining the jarring points that
separate our cuisine from another. Defining these factors that set it apart from another was a
sweet spot around which I could gather my thoughts.What I found out first was that there were
many commonalities within the subcontinent, and these stood out more prominently as I moved
away from the Indian subcontinent towards the West, making me realize how unexampled Indian
subcontinental food truly is.Even with the vast culinary diversities within regions, there were
things that sewed them all together. Try and look at it as an intricate Sabyasachi lehenga. The
lehenga may have mixed motifs, embroidery that doesn’t rely on any one kind of thread, prints
that vary in size, and colours that go from deep dark to poppy bright from one end of the dress to
another—but when you look at it as a whole, it is downright delicious.The first striking feature is
that Indian cuisine is based on an ancient civilization. The Indus Valley and other civilizations—
like those on the river Nile (ancient Egypt), the rivers Tigris and Euphrates (Mesopotamia), and
the Yellow river (China)—are the oldest human clusters in the world. I’ve covered more about
how the Indus Valley came into being in Chapter 1. This is to say that the first definitive chapter
of Indian cuisine didn’t originate out of an industrial revolution or from religious influences, wars,
cultural exchanges or migration patterns, as with many other cuisines, but out of the sheer need
for man to eat and survive. And therefore, it would be silly to compare it with modern haute
French cuisine, which came about only in the seventeenth century, or with the latter-day Nordic,
American or Australian cuisines, a mistake some young Indian chefs commit while trying to
identify a way forward for Indian cuisine, which is at least 4,000 years old.As, comparatively,
newer cuisines have definitive timelines, their methods of cooking are sophisticated and their
techniques well documented. But early Indian cuisine, or even the food cooked in non-urban
Indian homes today, is rudimentary. It uses methods that are ancient—with recipes that are often
not documented—which were developed over eras and not just a few centuries.Another
landmark feature of Indian cuisine is the use of spices. A discussion on Indian cuisine usually
starts with spices, but doesn’t end there. Spices are to Indian cuisine what the hashtag
#wanderlust is to travel bloggers, a cliché but essential. It is impossible to cook an Indian meal
without a fistful of masalas, most of which we have been using for centuries now. The generous
throwing-in of spices into a sizzling tempering is one distinctive commonality across the
country’s cuisine, besides, of course, our habit of over-feeding guests with ‘ek aur lijiye’.The
range of these spices too is vast. There are one-spice dishes, like basic subjis, which are based
on a tempering of crackling mustard or cumin seeds, and there are refined kebabs and qaliyas
that take up the flavour of up to sixty spices at a time. Spices are present in most savoury dishes
cooked in the country, and some—like cardamom, nutmeg, cinnamon—can be found in
desserts too.In Chapter 4, I deep-dive further into the origin of our spices, which were crucial for
building the flavour profile of our ancient dishes; and further, into how spice routes opened the
Eastern world to the Western world, and vice versa. Indian spices, then, were what clickbait
articles like ‘Find your Disney Princess Name’ are to a teenager on the internet. They led the
West to us and exposed to them the beauty of sweet spices and their medicinal benefits, which



for centuries were hidden in our kitchens. In the bargain, these spice-seekers created trade
routes and caused a massive cultural explosion, eventually even invading the subcontinent and
colonizing it.Then come the indigenous ingredients and equipment; those that are native to this
part of the world. In Chapter 1, I’ve spoken about ingredients that were found as molecular
remains in various Indus sites, those like aubergine, ginger, gourd, and other produce that
probably grew and were domesticated first in India. From the origins of agriculture in India, the
meats that early Indians ate, and the cropping patterns and farming equipment—it is surprising
that so much has evolved through the centuries, yet really not so much.Through this book you’ll
trace the history of several local Indian ingredients as well as those that were borrowed from
different parts of the world. Some flavours, like paan, saffron, amchur, imli, jaggery, asafoetida,
kashundi, kalonji, kokum, ghee, turmeric and kewra, were the most striking to me. Though not all
of them originated in India, they exemplify distinct Indian flavour notes.Our culinary equipment
makes us stand apart too. Again, not all of these tools originated in the Indus Valley, yet even
today they are core to traditional Indian cooking, and over the years have added to the
complexity of our dishes. Take the Bengali shil nora, the north Indian sil batta, the Maharashtrian
pata-varvanta, the Tamilian ammi and the Odia sila puaa, for instance. These Indian versions of
the mortar-and-pestle find usage across the country. The speciality of these grinding stones is
that you’ll find them only in cuisines that started out in early civilizations and go as far back as
the Stone Age. And this is exactly why there is also the molcajete and metate in Mesoamerican
cultures.The great Indian belan, splittingly similar to the Italian mattarello, but more slender, is
commonplace across various kitchens in India. This didn’t originate in India—in fact, it comes
from the Etruscan civilization, around central Italy, somewhere between the eighth and third
centuries BC. But universally, Indian cuisine is associated with the belan, and that it is distinctly
accompanied by a circular rolling board or the chakla, which no other cuisine in the world
uses.Ask a rooted Indian chef, and they will tell you how important traditional equipment are for
cooking certain dishes in a certain way. Though an urban home now has microwavable or
stainless steel idli steamers, there are still a few homes in a village in Kerala making the pillowy
soft Ramasseri idli in voluptuous clay pots lined with cloth. Their urli, an open-mouthed utensil,
promises that the curry won’t ever burn. The murukku press pushes down strings of dough to
make the Gujarati or Maharashtrian chakli, or the Tamil murukku, and is almost as precious to
our kitchen as the zoodle-maker is to a vegan blogger on YouTube.Many Indian equipment were
also woven into mythology and folk tales, and this makes us hold on to them even more closely.
Like the curd churner, which is described in scriptures or depicted in paintings of Lord Krishna.
Krishna was known to have a penchant for home-churned white butter and, in fact, was
endearingly called ‘makhan chor’, or the butter thief.Paintings of Krishna depict the great Indian
matki, the epitome of classic Indian design. Not only is the matki the most important aspect of
the Indian festival of Janmashtami, but also, a kitchen in India without this clay pot that stores
and cools water at the same time is unimaginable. The design idea of preserving water in porous
clay so it remains chilled in our tropical weather still remains relevant, centuries after it was first



used as far back as 2300 BC in the Indus Valley.1 We know this thanks to the remains found on
the Indus sites. The same can be said about the lota, the scooped-neck tumbler that has stood
the test of time. The matka and lota are both so clever. The lota’s curved neck makes it easy to
hold between the fingers; it is practical—each member in the family has his or her own lota—and
symbolic. In Vedic society, the lota became an important symbol of Brahmanical
puritanism.Then comes the masala dabba, a sophisticated box that contains smaller containers
of spices. It may have entered our kitchens only a few hundred years ago, and no one knows
who designed it or where it came from. My guess is that it may have started as a wooden or clay
box, later moving towards stainless steel. The circular dabba is filled with katoris of basic spices
like cumin powder, coriander powder, mustard, turmeric, asafoetida and fenugreek. And,
depending on which part of the country you are from, it will also hold garam masala, whole
spices, panch phoran and other combinations.Our habit of eating with our hands is another
signature trait we share with cultures in certain parts of Asia, Africa and the Middle East, and in
India it had the sanction of Ayurveda, which has described its multiple benefits. It starts with the
fingers being able to identify the food’s temperature and the nerve endings in the fingers alerting
the brain to begin the digestion process. Besides, each finger represents one of the elements of
the body: fire, earth, water, air and ether, and their coming together ensures the body’s elements
stay balanced.2 Further, the manner of using the hand and the fingers for eating is based on
mudras (hand positions derived from yoga). Apart from this, meals were usually served on
banana leaves, which was a sustainable practice as the leaves were then inexhaustible and
mainly contained polyphenols, a characteristic cancer-preventing agent found in plant-based
foods.Today, many of these signature Indian culinary traditions still exist in a more refined
manner across the continent. Although eating on leaves or with fingers may have given way to
crockery and cutlery, and the rustic kitchen tools have been replaced by contemporary food
processors. One thing that has constantly happened through the centuries is the evolution of
Indian cuisine, and that is what I aspire to trace through this book.While the heart of Whose
Samosa Is It Anyway? is about Indian food, the book extends towards the subcontinent too,
since the map of India was drastically different then from how we see it today. The features
described above don’t just belong to India as we now know it now. And so, a fair way to describe
Indian cuisine is less as ‘cuisine of India’ and more as ‘cuisine of the Indian subcontinent’.The
book looks at Indian food by examining the Indian civilization in all its grandeur. The Indian
subcontinent was a large body of land spread across a part of Persia in the west to almost all of
China in the east. It had a motley of external influences streaming in with the traders and the
invaders that set foot on the land, with the wars and truces, the royal kitchens, the religious
doctrines. And all this shared history paved the way to make the cuisine what it is today.I speak
more about this in the chapters to come, starting from the breaking down of the earth’s
landmass into continents, the coming together of the Indus Valley civilization, and moving on to
the various tribal and organized kingdoms that ruled the land at different points in history.
Sometimes these ‘Indian’ dynasties may have spread all the way across Central Asia. As



highlighted in the book, it is important to accept that each era of human history—be it the Indus
Valley civilization period, the Vedic age, or the Brahmanical society all the way up to the Mughal
era—spread across centuries and what the people ate differed not only across but also within
eras.An experiment I highly recommend before we begin the book is to imagine Indian cuisine
as a kadai. Into it we will add a variety of spices, meats, vegetables and produce found on
various terrains—sea shores, mountains, rivers, meadows, plains, hills, deserts and the cities
that make India—and now know that this cauldron will be stirred repeatedly, as new visitors and
migrants trickle in and create new dishes and ideas.As a starting point to understand the history
of Indian cuisine, I begin around 4,000 years ago, when the Indus Valley civilization formed on
this side of the world. Food from the early stages of the Indus Valley settlements was quite
different from what we understand as Indian cuisine today. But interestingly, it was not too
different too.Now, the Harappans ate just like a cross-fitting millennial: a healthy dose of Indian
superfoods like barley, amla, millets, honey, curd, various plants and meats. These were eaten in
a rustic, intense form, such as coarsely ground or turned into a mushy gruel, or even raw. We
know this from the research carried out by archaeologists on Indus sites like Harappa and
Mohenjo-Daro, where fossils of grains, pulses, vegetables and animal bones have been
identified, giving us a peek into what the food of early Indians was like. The most astonishing of
these discoveries is their well-defined agriculture and food distribution system. There is a lot
more about this in Chapter 1.Our meals today are an interesting mix of ‘what grows indigenously
in India’ such as a sorghum salad and ‘borrowed influences’ like a topping of a HASS avocado
or an Italian burrata that the same salad now has. Similarly, throughout history, the food of our
ancestors involved exchanged culinary ideas with other cultures and sharing of ingredients,
recipes and agricultural know-how, which all ultimately was churned into one wholesome
cuisine.Though popular history tells us that structured (via barter or money) exchange began
much later when the trade routes opened, Indus Valley researchers believe that not all remains
found on the Indian subcontinent were native to this part of the land. Take something as basic as
rice or pork, for an example. These were first domesticated in Southeast Asia, before early
Indians began eating them. Conversely, oilseeds like linseed and sesame were primitive Indian
subcontinental crops, which spread outside the region way before official trade routes opened
up.We do not have confirmed knowledge of who the successors to the Indus Valley civilization
were, but for the sake of moving forward, let’s just say they were the Aryans. The word ‘Aryan’
comes from the Aryas tribe, nomads who lived around the steppe grasslands of the Ural
mountains in Russia.3 Due to climatic changes in the region, they moved to as far as Ireland in
the west and India in the east, exerting their supremacy on the basis of their light skin colour.
While over 4,000 years have passed since this phenomenon may have occurred, researchers
have still not been able to attest if there ever was a clan that descended to northern India,
committed mass warfare and reduced the Indus Valley settlements to dust, or if it is just a
legend.Our knowledge of food from this period, therefore, remains sketchy, as not much about
the Aryan diet is traceable. But we do know one thing—that like the earliest Indians, the Aryans



too were a pastoral people. After the Indus Valley civilization and the so-called Aryan invasion,
the pot of Indian cuisine was stirred as a result of the various religious influences that emerged
in India. I cover this in depth in Chapter 2.In brief, three early religions—Hinduism, Buddhism
and Jainism—collectively made changes in the prehistoric Indian diet over the course of the
centuries that came after. The text of their scriptures laid out detailed dietary rules for the
followers of their religions. The four Vedas influence and explain a lot about why we eat, what we
eat and the way we eat, even today.The transformation of the Indus society into a Vedic society
was an organic one. Knowledge of this introduced me to a whole new idea of how an early
Indian may have lived. If the Indus society was rudimentary, the advent of the Vedas shows a
more refined scenario. Sure, there are mentions of the same foods found in the Indus Valley
civilization, but the later Vedic period spotlights many more ingredients and items that could be
treated as predecessors of several Indian dishes found today. One example is the apupa, which
roughly translates to ‘grain pancake’, which perhaps became the malpuas of early India.
Besides, there is mention of whole-grain cakes, milk-based mithais, fruit juices, oilseeds and
several dairy products that are not drastically different from what we stock in our kitchens
today.The Vedas, which were handed down through centuries, as well as the Ramayana,
Mahabharata and other Indian scriptures mention food ingredients that help me understand why
Indians eat certain foods keeping in mind the seasons, religious doctrines and so on. Hindu
scriptures are a good starting point to gauge which indigenous foods might have been part of
the early Indian diet. Some of these scriptures mention sesame, linseed, mango, cucumber, the
Indian jujube, bael, gourds, lotus stalk, lemon, and mustard seeds, confirming their Indian
origins. There are many more, and I have explored them in Chapter 2.The early days of the Indus
Valley civilization coincide with the Vedic period, and we know this thanks to the food-ingredient
fossils found from this era. The basic ingredients and dietary rules are similar in some of the
phases of these civilizations, but as the Indus civilization matured, moving from rudimentary
crops to curries, gruel and breads, so did the food descriptions in the Vedas. From mere mention
of crops in the earlier texts, the later texts move to deeper descriptions of the eating habits of
early Indians, the dos and don’ts, cooking techniques, and the importance of cattle and
agriculture. We unearth more details and affirm that both the Indus and Vedic societies were
predominantly pastoral and agrarian, and for a while may have gone hand in hand.Early Indian
cuisine not only developed around the availability of ingredients, it also fleshed out the rules of
cooking which apply even today, like mixing certain ingredients and avoiding certain pairings—
for example, milk and onion were never eaten together. Utilizing an animal from nose to tail and
eating seasonal were the other rules.With Hinduism and its caste system, came new culinary
traditions. Each of the four castes had a sui generis cuisine of its own, and practices of food-
sharing and cooking rituals highly depended on these rules. These rules shaped cuisines in
India from north to south. For instance, the Brahmins, who were the highest caste, did not accept
food from the lower castes, and the same can be said of the Kshatriyas and Vaishyas, who
accepted food and water from the higher castes but not from those born lower in the caste



hierarchy.This system played out in the matter of access to resources too. For example,
Brahmins ate ‘pakka’ or pure food items, like milk and ghee, while the lower castes did not have
access to these. Onion and garlic were forbidden for the higher castes (much as they were for
the Jains), and they had a distinct cuisine, depending on where they lived. For instance, even
now the Maharashtrian Brahmin’s food habits are different from that of the south Indian Tamil
Brahmin. The Saraswat Brahmin of western India ate differently from the Saraswat Brahmin of
Kashmir. The Brahmins ate or forbade meat depending on which region they lived in. The
Kshatriya or the warrior clan mostly ate meat, and Vaishyas (traders) mostly did not, with
exceptions among both.The lowest in the ladder, the Dalits, shaped their food preferences on
the basis of two factors—survival and leftovers. They did not have direct access to certain foods,
dairy or water, whether from the plains, deserts or mountains, and therefore their cuisine
developed out of their resourcefulness. The upper castes did not eat pork or beef, so these
inevitably became a part of Dalit cuisine. It is ironical that Dalits are now being victimized by
upper-caste vigilantes who want to stop cow slaughter; the food that the Dalits eat are a result of
not being left with any choice by the same upper castes centuries ago.Basic Dalit meals
comprised grains, flour rotis and offal, and seldom fresh produce. They utilized the blood, head,
trotters and organs of animals, the idea being not to waste anything.4 Each sub-community
within this lower caste had its own practices. For example, with time the Mahars were
distinguished as Mrutaharis (those who eat dead animals), the Musahari in UP and Bihar were
noted for their taste for rat meat, and the Valmikis were dependent on joothan, or leftovers from
the upper castes.5Food for the upper castes was mainly shaped by what the Hindu scriptures
said. In the Upanishads, food was referred to as ‘prana’, or the source of energy, and nothing
explains the ‘you are what you eat’ adage better than the food–mind–body connection
mentioned in these. Though in the Mahabharata and Ramayana, one doesn’t find food
references the way they are dropped in folk tales, poems and scriptures of this period. Vidura in
the Mahabharata serves Krishna a green leafy vegetable, which ever since is known as ‘Vidura-
saag’. In the Ramayana, we have Ram’s encounter with Shabari, who feeds him ber or jungle
berries. Sita and Draupadi were both known to be great cooks, and in one retelling of the
Ramayana, there is a story of how a piece of bread made by Sita reached Lanka via a crow.
Ravan ate the bread and was struck by her culinary prowess.We also know how Lord Krishna
loved dairy, from the imagery we see even today in paintings. Besides, the Puranas mention his
other favourite foods like misri (chunks of sugar). In one of the Krishna stories, his childhood
friend Sudama is seen bringing him a handful of rice as an offering. These are perfect depictions
of what people may have eaten in this period.This is also when the concept of annakut comes
into being, and you’ll find mentions of this in the Puranas again. This annual feast traces back to
a time when Krishna asked his disciples to worship the Govardhan mountain, situated in the
Mathura district of Uttar Pradesh. They did so by building a mountain of food, which was
believed to never run out.6 Another story goes that annakut came into being because Krishna
lifted a hill to shelter people from Indra’s wrath. The word ‘annakut’ itself comes from two words,



‘anna’ (food) and ‘kut’ (shortage). This spread is characterized by a pool of grains, vegetables,
pulses, mounds of savoury and sweet rice, buttermilk, puris and several fried savouries and
sweets. It is also a beautiful example of the temple food of India, which is a unique cuisine in
itself, with no parallels elsewhere in the world, except some South Asian countries. I explore
more of these connections and references in Chapter 2 to show how the advent of Hindu rituals
affected Indian food.Besides the Vedas, Buddha’s teachings and the Jain Agamas provided
strict culinary guidelines on what one could eat and laid down dietary taboos. Jainism was really
India’s first vegetarian movement, with dietary rules that haven’t been diluted even after 2,600
years. Based on the basic parameter of eating in a manner that causes no harm to other living
organisms, it branches out into finer detail, developing a whole new side of Indian cuisine. Jain
vegetarianism was different from Hindu vegetarianism. The former was connected to the cosmic
repercussions of consuming meat, whereas the latter was more concerned about the godliness
in animals and other forms and rules of purity.The influence of Hinduism and Jainism on Indian
cuisine leads me to the third early religion that impacted Indian food deeply. Prince Siddhartha
Gautama’s Buddhism spread across several parts of the subcontinent. He was born in Lumbini
in Nepal, and his last days were spent in Bodh Gaya in Bihar, India. The Buddha introduced his
followers to basic dietary rules, mostly tilting towards ascetic abstinence. Buddhist scriptures
lead us from the early days of Prince Gautama, still in his royal abode, when he indulged in
lavish meals comprising fresh fruits, wild meats, sweetmeats and grains, to a monk who would
survive on a meal of whatever was put in his bowl.Unlike Jains, certain Buddhists ate meat.
Buddhist doctrines didn’t entirely forbid one from eating non-vegetarian food. But this depended
on the school of Buddhism one followed. The Theravada school of thought allows monks pork,
chicken and fish, as long as the monk was certain that no animal was killed for his personal
consumption but was simply offered an already-cooked meal. Mahayana Buddhism is a rather
strict form where no kind of meat is allowed, whereas Vajrayana Buddhism allows meat and
even consumption of alcohol.7 These sects didn’t have much of a direct impact on Indian
cuisine. However, Asian cuisine (Japanese, Korean, Chinese) at large was impacted by the
Buddhist way of eating. In fact, inside the Seisho-ji temple in Tokyo, a restaurant at the foot of
Mount Atago called Daigo, shojin ryori cuisine can be found. It draws inspiration from Buddhist
vegetarian ways and in 2009, the restaurant got two Michelin stars.The Buddha instructed his
followers to eat anything that was put in their bowls, including meat. Scriptures, paintings and
tales from this period help us understand what ingredients were available during then. My
biggest takeaway is the lotus that is seen repeatedly in Buddhist relics. In the Anguttara Nikaya,
the Buddha compares himself to a lotus. Obviously, the flower played an important role in the
Buddhist way of life, and perhaps may have been cooked from stem to seed since the sixth
century. So much for foxnuts (makhana) and lotus root chips being revered as new-age
superfoods.On the other hand, Jains weren’t allowed to eat anything that had life—‘jiva’—in it,
and that is how serious vegetarianism got introduced to India. This also forever changed the way
we ate, where meat wasn’t the central component of a meal.Apart from religion, royal dynasties



based in India have added a lot to Indian cuisine. Before the European travellers came to this
part of the subcontinent, several invasions throughout Indian history brought in new kings and
their harems. They brought their own way of life, which kept getting tipped into the kadai of
Indian cuisine, like milk in roux while making béchamel sauce—bit by bit. Though smaller
kingdoms existed in various parts of the subcontinent, well-defined Indian kingdoms, like the
Nandas, Mauryas, Guptas, Pandyas, Cheras, Kushanas and Kadavas, came in quick
succession through the centuries and had distinct culinary ways of their own.Scriptures played
an important role even here, in identifying the role of food in the kitchen. Take for instance the
Arthashastra, which was originally written on palm leaves around the first millennium BC. It
throws light on the food habits of the Mauryan kingdom, among the most ancient in India. While
writing Chapter 3, I discovered the meats that they ate, the drinks they devoured, and the
ingredients in their kitchens. Each reign brought with it a new dimension. Overall, the Mauryan
way of life and habits were similar to those of the ancient kingdom of Persia.8 From the literature
of this period we can get an idea of early ingredients like ghee, soma, curd, milk and honey,
which belonged to Indian cuisine, as we have discussed at the start of this chapter. The
Mauryans were a meat-eating society and their menu featured everything from deer and
antelope to porcupine and tortoise. Animal sacrifice was common. A lot of insight into the
Mauryan way comes from the Arthashastra, written by a statesman from the court of a Mauryan
king.Similarly, Manasollasa, authored by the western Chalukya king Someshvardeva (AD 1126–
AD 1138) reveals the food habits of the Chalukyas.9 One nugget is that of thirty varieties of fish
that were recreationally fished by the royals. We find, for example, mention of chickpea, cooked
rice and roasted flour balls used as bait, the size of the rope used for fishing, methods of filleting
the fish (heads must be cut away) and preservation techniques (salting).10 There are also vague
descriptions of preparations that correspond to the current idli, poli, shrikhand, laddoo, dosai
and vadai in these scriptures. There is a lot more non-vegetarian than vegetarian fare
mentioned, allowing us to imagine the ancient royal kitchen of the time.The north Indian
Ramayana remains an important scripture that opens up a world of feasts and folklore, set in an
ancient Indian kingdom. Sita’s kitchen, the symbolism of the ingredients mentioned in the
ancient texts, and the food references in the Mahabharata let me understand Indian cuisine from
a mythological perspective. Minor food references spill through in lesser-known texts like the
Naishadha Charita, authored in the twelfth century; this is a Sanskrit poem on the life of king
Nala of Nishadha, an Indo-Aryan tribe, and it mentions the cooking and consumption of a meal
comprising meat, roots and fruits.For the most part, religious doctrines and scriptures, and rules
made by the king went hand in hand, since royalties adapted and prescribed to the way of life
suggested by their religion. For example, Ashoka’s reign was influenced by the ways of the life of
the Buddha, since Ashoka himself became a Buddhist.The Cholas with their rich Sangam
literature introduced us to several ingredients and their varied uses. Texts and poems from these
eras also give us a picture of the ancient Indian markets, the systems of exchange, and food
storage and distribution, providing us with a slice of the everyday life of those times.Ancient



dynasties were spread across the country. So, we have the Vijayanagar and Tanjore royal
kitchens in the south, the Maratha kitchens of the west, the Marwari and Mewadi kitchens of
north-west India, the kitchens of the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughals in the north, and those of
the royal families of Odisha and Tripura in the east. And together, they form a beautiful picture of
royal Indian cuisine.This is when extravagance and finesse were added to the rustic ways of the
Indian kitchen. You’ll read more about this in Chapter 5, where I talk about my discovery of a
variety of unique recipes and ingredients that emerged out of royal homes. While it was the
temple cuisine that got the rituals of purity and food sanctions in place, it was the food of the
royals that brought in the strict rules of food safety and systematic distribution of culinary
goods.It was in the royal kitchens that dishes like many mithais, chaats, kebabs and curries were
fine-tuned, where meats began to be slow-cooked and smoked delicately, where niche
ingredients like pinescrew water and edible silver and gold came to be used, and where
desserts became a common feature of the Indian meal. Take, for example, veshta, a besan-
based dish that goes all the way back to the Chalukya dynasty, or the laddige from
Vijayanagar,11 to the refined sweets like seviyan ka muzaafar that emerged from the Mughal
kitchen—royalty added nuance that Indian cuisine may have previously lacked.12The next shift
came with the traders and invaders who started pouring into our shores. I want to talk about this
with a personal story. I understood the impact of trade on a cuisine in school from a friend who
used to bring in a dish of elbow pasta swimming in a tomato ‘subji’ in her tiffin. It was to be eaten
with rotis. Now, I assumed it was one of those Indo-western combinations brown moms are
notorious for cooking on days when fresh vegetables may not be available. But it turns out this
was a part of her ‘authentic’ Sindhi repertoire, passed down from one generation to another. On
researching its roots, it turns out the recipe may have come about after Sindhi merchants, who
were among the first traders during the British time, began to interact and trade with the West.
On their trips home they may have brought back packets of macaroni. The women of the house
didn’t know what to do with it, so they ended up making an Indian-style curry with it, leading to a
dish called macronyul patata, or macaroni with potatoes.Macronyul patata is just one example of
how the advent of foreign ingredients in any kitchen is one of the major ways for any cuisine to
evolve. And while early immigrations, invasions and religious doctrines led to changes in Indian
cuisine, it wasn’t until trading became common that Indians started to cook using these
ingredients often.As a concept, exchange of food ingredients (what you can also call trade),
predates medieval and modern civilization. We know this from the early Indus Valley days when
there was barter of toys, seals, jewellery, pottery and other items, all the way across the
continent with the Mesopotamian civilization. So, it is safe to say that trade and commerce have
been an important aspect of human evolution throughout Indian history. The Ramayana, for
instance, contains words like vikrya (product), mulya (price) and panya (merchandise). Then we
have the existence of an entire caste that trades—the Vaishyas. We see exchange as a recurring
theme in ancient Indian history.But with respect to large-scale trade of food and food
ingredients, the most profound change happened in the fifth century BC, when European



travellers came eastwards in search of spices, silks and stories. In Chapter 4, we discover how
these travellers went back home with stories about the ‘charming’ Indian subcontinent. And their
poetry and writings described a plethora of food ingredients like fruits, spices and grains.
Alexander’s mammoth invasions in the east brought with him his ways, his people, and
knowledge of his culture, produce and cuisine. The Macedonians took back a slice of the Indian
subcontinent for Europe, Hellenistic colonies spread across the world and kept the exchange of
ideas flowing, thereby shaping the way our kitchens look.The Silk and Spice Routes, and much
later the great Grand Trunk Road, opened the floodgates of ingredient exchange between the
Indian subcontinent and many other regions of the world in a more profound way. Though India
had always been a hub of culture, ever since the ancient cities of Pushkalavati, Taxila, Madurai
and Patliputra (Patna) buzzed as popular international markets, these routes brought more
structure to civilizations, trade and exchange.
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