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To Aaliya




‘Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what you are.’


- Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, 
The Physiology of Taste (1825)
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The imperious Mrs LC




Introduction


A Reluctant Gourmet – and a Reluctant Kayasth


My grandmother, Swaroop Rani Mathur, was only a reluctant gourmet for she certainly didn’t consider herself to be one. Instead, she admitted to being a fussy eater, a special-occasions-only cook and conveniently left all the experimenting with new, unknown foods and other adventures to her husband, Lakshmi Chandra Mathur – or LC, as his Railways colleagues addressed him – widely regarded as a person of refined sensibilities and palate.


I remember a meal I organized for the family – the entire extended clan – at what I regarded at the time as the best Indian restaurant in Delhi. This was soon after I had started writing on food and restaurants for the Indian Express. My father had indulgently asked me to choose a place where he could take everyone out for dinner. A newly minted ‘expert’, I was conscious of my responsibility, keen to find approval for the food I chose and consequently for myself. A new restaurant with a rather unusual menu had just opened at one of the hotels. I thought the dishes were cooked brilliantly. There were few clichés of Indian restaurant cooking. Instead, regional food, both from bazaars and homes, found fair representation. I was confident everyone would be wowed.


They were. Except for my beloved grandmother – known to others as Mrs LC and to us as Barima – who sat through the entire meal with just a bowl of strawberry ice cream. That was all she would eat.


The menu was short and compact, there weren’t too many options to choose from, and nothing on it met my picky grandmother’s fancy. Neither the kurkuri bhindi, crisply fried ladies’ finger, nor the lentils, of which the kali urad, black lentils, was in any case banned from Barima’s table (it was regarded as inauspicious, to be cooked and consumed only during times of mourning), and certainly not the baghare baigan, the Hyderabadi-style preparation of eggplant.


Barima had strong likes and dislikes, at least when it came to food (with people she was more accommodating). Baigan, unfortunately, fell into the category of ingredients that she could hardly lay her eyes on, much less stomach. Even though it was my grandfather’s favourite vegetable and was cooked quite frequently – with kalonji (onion seeds), or a stuffing of dry masala (saunf and amchoor, that is, fennel seeds and dry mango powder) – Barima remained immune to its charms. The squishiness of the cooked vegetable put her off even before the taste. So strong was her distaste, in fact, that she refused to eat anything that had been ‘touched’ by the vegetable. We certainly dared not use the spoon with which baigan had been ladled on to our plates to serve Barima her meal! As a strict vegetarian and in keeping with the religious mores observed by many 'upper-caste' Hindus of her time, Barima would also, of course, not eat meat. Like eggplant, meat preparations too had to be kept away from her plate, on the other side of the dining table. In her home, the family always abided by the custom of cooking meat in a separate set of utensils, even though it was cooked routinely and sat quite happily on the common dining table, side by side with the vegetarian fare.


However, despite the dietary restrictions, despite her fussiness, and despite the fact that she only cooked selectively and did not consider herself to be exceptionally interested in food, Mrs LC was a gourmet. For one, her table was always deliciously laden. Yakhni pulao, shami kebab, sookhi urad dal, kofte, bharwan bhindi, papad aloo, takey paise, makhane ki kheer, gajar ka halwa, pooris and parathas, bedmi–aloo, seasonal pickles – many of these dishes were served almost daily for lunch or dinner. Both elaborately cooked seasonal vegetables of her choice and slow-cooked meat dishes appeared with fair regularity on the table, many of them treated as centrepieces of the family meals.


Though neither of my grandparents ate meat, much of the clan did, with great delight. LC, whom I called Papa, had been a meat eater in his younger days, and an enthusiastic one too, but had turned vegetarian by the time I came along. Barima, on the other hand, followed Vaishnavite rituals, read the ‘Sundar Kanda’, the shortest and most beautifully composed chapter of the Ramcharitmanas by Tulsidas, every day, fasted frequently and stuck to her vegetarian moorings. Yet, for the rest of the family, there was no taboo regarding meat eating. Cooking meat was, in fact, almost elevated to an art form.


Whenever dining table conversations turned to the merits or demerits of the kofte or kaliya, both traditionally made from lamb meat and staples of the clan, my grandmother would enthusiastically join in, pronouncing her verdict. She, who had never tasted these dishes in her life, felt competent to weigh in on such matters. This did not seem exceptional or even worthy of comment to any of us because, as with most Kayasth women of her time, not eating meat did not stop my grandmother from cooking it. She could cook perfectly without tasting and this almost instinctive knowledge – or rather, talent – made her an expert alright. Mrs LC’s shami kebabs were legendary. They were not of the chunky-patty kind, but delicate ones, stuffed with mint and onions, and soft enough to be galawat ke kebab, even though no tenderizer by way of raw papaya or some such such was ever added to soften the goat mince. It was the recipe – the proportion of chana dal used to bind the mince – that made all the difference. The proportions and the recipe were verbally passed down to daughters and daughters-in-law, and the family still follows them strictly. Her recipe for yakhni pulao was equally sought-after. Cooked in the yakhni, or stock, itself, the pulao was superbly fragrant, the subtle taste of the stock infusing each grain of Basmati rice. Yakhni pulao was a keenly anticipated Sunday lunch ritual, much more than the kachche keeme ke kofte, the other meat dish popular among Kayasth families. Like Mrs LC, most Kayasth matriarchs were vegetarians. Yet, the keema kofte would be cooked with the flair, perfection and ease resulting from years of practice.


It wasn’t only the women in the family who picked up the nuances of cooking these dishes. My father, Rajeev, the LCs' eldest son, turned out to be an outstanding hobby cook – a discovery that was made once he relaxed his workaholic routine and started frequenting the kitchen more often, after his mother’s death. In fact, it will be fair to say that both Mrs LC and my father can be considered fair representatives of the Kayasth flair for food and cooking. While they were and are individualistic in their culinary expressions, their interest and dexterity in the art demonstrates the continuance of a long tradition. Both Kayasth men and women have always had formidable reputations as instinctive cooks. Most have a knack for balancing flavours, spicing and textures, and inventing new and elaborate dishes. They are also known to be gourmets.


Anyone who has been a recipient of Kayasth khatirdari, or hospitality, will attest not only to the generosity and warmth that gives it its special quality but also to the community’s great preoccupation with food that goes above and beyond the idea of eating merely for sustenance. In traditional Kayasth homes an inordinate amount of time would be spent discussing the day’s menu. ‘Aaj dinner mein kya ban raha hai?’ (‘What’s cooking for today’s dinner?') was the standard query at a breakfast table overflowing with jalebi, halwa, chhoti pooris, chunki hui matar, shami kebabs or parathas with bhune aloo. Food was quite definitely the focus of a way of life that has been on the wane for a while now, a more leisured way of being, in which living was not merely a process of survival and consumption. In which accumulating material possessions and wealth came second to the many cultural preoccupations; large, extended families shared lives and bonded over rituals of cooking and eating; and, apart from food, the immersion in artistic pursuits loomed large.


If kebabs and pulao were the focal points of many social interactions in Kayasth homes like that of my grandparents, so were music and shayari, or poetry. It was pretty much a given that both men and women were trained in Hindustani classical music. Teachers, who were respectfully called ‘guruji’ or ‘masterji’, would come home to train girls in vocal music or in playing the sitar, and the men often knew how to play the tabla if not any other instrument. Festivals, weddings, community gatherings and other occasions were opportunities to display one’s talent. Many like my grandfather and his brothers wrote verse in Urdu, and later Hindi, with great felicity. Some participated in mushairas, or poetry gatherings, others wrote plays or took to amateur theatre. All art, including food and music, was entertainment.


On the flipside, like many closed societies, this world could be a suffocating one too, with its emphasis on manners and politeness, on nuanced behaviour that was prized over displays of emotion or candidness. Everything was measured, much remained unspoken. Individualism or questioning was barely tolerated and displays of temper, rebellion or disobedience of inherited patterns were rare. The Kayasth world may have been culturally unique but it was also a world that expected and propagated cultural conformity. Like many courtly and semi-courtly cultures, it was a patriarchal world too, despite the fact that Kayasth women were mostly educated and were among the first women in India to embrace ‘Western’ education in schools and colleges.


This preoccupation with ‘culture’ and the sense of superiority most Kayasth families exhibited as the self-styled custodians of a refined way of life would often make me – someone who had seen both the LCs’ world and its gradual collapse with the emergence of a newer, cosmopolitan, globalized order – impatient. Even fifteen years ago, when Barima was still alive, if someone had suggested that I would be writing a book on all things Kayasth, I would have scoffed at the idea. I was the quintessential misfit who had been born into a particular culture-scape but was incessantly seeking to escape it. I disliked tradition, sought to escape the rigours of learning Hindustani classical music imposed upon me by the family’s zeal for it and certainly did not want to get married within the community as per Barima’s dearest, long-standing wish. While I ate our khana, food, enthusiastically enough, I had no desire to slave over the preparation of intricate Kayasth meat and vegetarian recipes when I could be profitably spending my time doing other things. Increasingly, as that world recedes faster than ever before, I find myself inclined to go back to it, at least in memory, and as I begin to examine the origins of that world, the multiplicity of layers that constitute it, the richness of my heritage becomes obvious.


*


I don’t know if others in the community realize that Kayasths, even families like mine that always sought to reiterate the homogeneity of their culture, may actually be the first examples of the subcontinent’s syncretic Ganga–Jamuni heritage: a way of life spawned by the coming together of different cultural strands. No firm records of their origins, history and culture exist – as is common in India where, throughout our history, the oral tradition has been stronger than the written one. Nevertheless, it seems strange to me that no one from this community of scribes that thrived on the might of their pen and ink thought of recording their lineage and lifestyle. Various accounts ascribe the origin of the Kayasth community to Mathura, Agra and other towns of UP near and around Delhi. There are several theories about the genesis of the Kayasths, and I will recount some of them in a subsequent chapter of this book. But one thing is certain. As a community, the Kayasths were not a part of the original varna system of Vedic society. They seem to have emerged on their own as a culturally distinct community in medieval India, around the time of the early Mughals. Courtiers to the Mughal emperors, the Kayasths started out as record keepers, literate in Persian, the language of the rulers. Proximity with Mughal culture meant that the customs, language, attire, speech, lifestyle and, of course, cuisine of the courtly way of life seeped into the local Hindu cultures of Delhi, Braj and Avadh (in UP), and other parts of the Indo-Gangetic plain.


With the educated elite in demand in the form of accountants, clerks, secretaries and ministers, not just in princely courts but also at the district level, the Kayasth world spread to many other regions of the subcontinent. As families fanned out to other areas, establishing their seats, wielding considerable influence locally, they assimilated regional influences into their way of living. Today, when we look at the Bengali Kayasths or the Maharashtrian Kayasths or indeed families from Hyderabad and Bihar, it is obvious that each of them has a fairly distinct culture, imbued with very strong local colour and flavour.


Meat eating and cooking in the community – particularly among men, who were closer to the courtly culture by virtue of their work, while the women mostly stuck to their religious roots – is only one part of the larger Ganga–Jamuni fabric. In fact, it is not just the rich (and famous) non-vegetarian culinary repertoire of Kayasth cuisine – kaliya, kofta, bhuna meat, badam pasanda, shami kebab, yakhni pulao – that reflects the admixture with Mughal culture. In my view, it is the community’s distinctive vegetarian cooking that underlines the cultural intermingling far better. Vegetables are often treated like meat, bhuna (slow-roasting in fat) and dum (steam-cooking) being two common cooking techniques applied equally to vegetarian and non-vegetarian cooking. Interestingly, there is also a well-developed strand of ‘faux meat’ dishes to appease vegetarians, particularly the ladies of the house. These range from vegetarian kofte, made from every seasonal vegetable conceivable, to naqli (fake) omelettes and even kaleji (liver) ki subzi, made from lentils seeking to approximate the flavour and texture of curried liver. Such culinary creations are a direct outcome of a cultural confluence.


Fresh elements were added with the coming of colonial rule, with the Kayasths adapting once again to a new ruling class and incorporating much of the new manners and lifestyle into their fabric. From their origins as scribes, the Kayasths went on to become part of the administrative echelons, such as the judiciary and revenue services. In some parts of the country, primarily eastern UP, Bihar and Bengal, they became landlords, by virtue of land and largesse bestowed upon them by the rulers in return for being staunch loyalists. The British – to whom the Kayasths turned, with all the power of their pens, after the decline of the original masters, the Mughals – were particularly generous in this regard.


With the coming of the British, as members of the community embraced the English language, climbed the ranks in the civil services, became teachers in universities, and joined the Railways and the Post and Telegraph services, their lifestyle changed once more. From Mughal-inspired living, other mores now seeped into the ever-assimilating cultural fabric of the Kayasths. Drinking ‘bed tea’ out of fine porcelain (Hindu homes had until then used only ‘pure’ metal utensils made of silver or an alloy called ‘phool’), eating at a dining table (which replaced the low chowkis or stools in the kitchen) and drinking whisky every evening became a customary ritual in Kayasth homes, at least among the ‘upper’ classes. So entrenched did this last custom become that today it is difficult to imagine any Kayasth khana without peena, drink – shami kebab without an accompanying peg of Scotch, for instance.


*


It would be a mistake to examine Kayasth – or any – food in isolation. For most communities, cooking is a way of expressing their identity. Kayasth cuisine is doubly interesting because the uniqueness of the community arises from it being a blend of several different identities, and Kayasth food reveals this in many interesting ways. If I had to pick one word to describe the nature of Kayasth culture, it would be ‘assimilation’ – right from the early Mughal period through to the British rule. Kayasth food and culture can, in fact, be seen as the original attempt at ‘fusion’ – even though it is not a term I like to use in the context of food. I find the simplest of eating traditions within the community – like the pairing of Mughal-influenced kofte or kebabs with fried pooris, regarded as ritualistic food in Hindu communities – reflecting this sense of ‘fusion’ or amalgamation of identities.


Inventiveness and adaptability, the two most important traits of the community, its culture and cuisine, best explain how the community survived and thrived. From being ‘upper-class’, shaukeen Mughal-like aristocrats, who moulded their colourful cultural preoccupations on the lines of their Mughal or Nawabi employers (if Muhammed Shah ‘Rangeela’ and ‘Zafar’ could be consumed by poetry and music, so could many Kayasths of good taste and standing) to being the ‘brown sahibs’, Kayasths seem to have shifted allegiance seamlessly, adopting newer ways of living while retaining their older practices. Traditional Hindu beliefs and rituals were happily woven into the fabric of their lives along with courtly Mughal pastimes and the more ‘modern’ manners of nineteenth-century Victorianism. If the dining table – along with the bevy of ‘butlers’, servers and cooks employed at the LCs’ bureaucratic homes, fancy dinner sets, cutlery and manners – was a legacy of the Raj, the food on that table reflected other zones of being. Bedmi–aloo, chhoti poori, shami kebab, yakhni pulao, keema kofta and a whole host of naqli dishes paid tribute to the creativity and dexterity of the ‘chefs’ in the family, in whose veins ran an intriguing legacy.


In this book I seek to illustrate the essence of Kayasth culture by placing the food on Barima’s table firmly in a larger context. More comprehensive sociological research may throw up links between different Kayasth communities and sub-castes spread across different parts of India. I have tried to draw out some of these fascinating links through the foods of a handful of Kayasth families other than mine. But this account is largely confined to the Kayasth culture of Delhi and UP, home to my ancestor Munshi Shivlal, an eighteenth-century record-keeper from Moradabad, to whom my paternal Mathur family traces its lineage. I have told the story of the community and its food through the prism of my memories of Mrs LC, the reluctant gourmet and enthusiastic musician, my beloved grandmother, whose world constantly collided with mine. Until now.
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PART I


THE KAYASTH WORLD


Who are the Kayasths?


That is a tricky question. It is also perhaps one that is not very important. What really matters is that the Kayasth way of life – and their cuisine, as an intrinsic part of it – is one of the truest manifestations of India’s splendid Ganga–Jamuni culture: the blending of Indo-Islamic influences, resulting in a rich, layered tapestry, an expression of the idea of a syncretic, ‘secular’ India. But while the coming together of two distinct cultural strands is obvious in the speech, style of dressing, customs and indeed cuisine of older Kayasth families, this social integration was selective at best and the religious barrier was rarely breached. We may tend to idealize this Ganga–Jamuni culture and cuisine, but it is important to realize that, much like every social reality in India, the Kayasth reality is quite complex. In the Kayasth worldview, there has always been a deep sense of discomfort with the ‘other’, of cultural superiority rather than a recognition of Kayasth way of life as a confluence of cultural strands.


Being 'Kayasth’ certainly did not define me in the way it defined my grandparents and my parents. I took no pride in the conceits of the community passed down through generations. The breakdown of the joint family and changing times meant that we lived in a much more open world compared to that of our parents; there were newer, more exciting influences, friends and peers who did not belong to the same caste, whose food and language and thoughts were different. To me, the khana–pakana–gana (eating–cooking–singing) lifestyle of the LCs, with its emphasis on tameez, of conducting oneself properly all the time, seemed cloistered, limited. But even as I felt split between the outer world – of my friends, of exams interrupted by the Mandal Commission and the Babri Masjid demolition and of the innumerable new thrills that youth brings – and the inner world of my family, I would always come back to Barima, her intense affection for me, her stories. And, unknowingly, I breathed in the continuum of culture and the Kayasth way of life that had existed for centuries.
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Raags, Recipes and Rebellion


Memories


Vasudevan Uncle was convinced I was pulling a fast one on him. ‘Why,’ he spluttered, all fumes and filter coffee, ‘do you want the entire day off? Everyone only celebrates Dussehra in the evening.’


Mr Vasudevan, “uncle” to me, was my maths tutor. His fierce reputation as a taskmaster in Lucknow made it difficult to counter his logic. Every year, he handpicked a select batch of ICSE students, explaining to them elusive concepts in physics, chemistry and maths, sending them hurtling on to a path of sweat and glory. To be accepted into Mr Vasudevan’s tutorial guaranteed a good, even great result in the board exams. To make it to his super-exclusive batch meant you would be among the all-India toppers. His reputation was that solid. And it was natural he would want to protect it.


As one of the four students he had singled out for his select batch, I owed him all my time. The Sunday movie on Doordarshan, the 9 p.m. soap operas, Chitrahaar, every form of recreation including family outings, reading of ‘frivolous’ books, all forms of sports – all of it had to be sacrificed at the altar of PCM, the sacred combination of Physics–Chemistry–Maths he wanted me to ace. Naturally inclined towards literature as I was, these subjects were not my strength but Vasudevan Uncle made sure I was good enough to beat the best. Almost.


Openly telling him I would not be coming for the class on Dussehra was thus tantamount to treachery – the sounding of a revolt in his tightly administered kingdom. I was in danger of being expelled from my tutorial group, with my board exams less than five months away. But how could I explain to Vasudevan Uncle my compulsions? The call of the kaliya? The allure of aloo kachoris?


No, Dussehra was not about exploding Ravana’s effigy at dusk. I don’t think that bit fascinated me, even as a child. For me and everyone in my family, it was the daytime rituals that were all-consuming. The careful smearing of the aipan, the auspicious paste of flour and turmeric, on pens and books; the writing of a verse from the Ramayana on a fraying old sheet of paper (my grandfather made it a point to write it in Urdu, the continuation of a centuries-old syncretic tradition); the frying of aloo kachoris made for Hanuman, able aide of Ram; eating a grand lunch, carefully scooping up dark brown kaliya that had been slow-cooked for hours in the pot with sizzling hot pooris; and then snoozing, sated, till the effigies and fireworks exploded at dusk.


How, could I, at fifteen, have even begun to explain the hold of these strange customs on me? The sense of piousness, the flavour of the meat, the satiation, the pull of centuries-old rituals that resided in my blood and that would call out to me – however much I tried running away from it? And I did try…


*


‘Sing,’ whispered Barima, looking frail and broken on the hospital bed, the antithesis of the strong grandmother I knew and loved. ‘Sing that song…’


I closed my eyes and began to sing in the hospital room.




Jhunak Shyam ki paijaniya


Jhunak Shyam ki paijaniya


Shyam baran par, peet jhanguria…







(The tinkling of Shyam’s anklets


The tinkling of Shyam’s anklets


Enchants, as


The yellow attire on his dark body…)





The strong smell of disinfectants had made me pass out just as I had reached the floor in the hospital, straight from work, hurried, nervous about the condition in which I would find my beloved grandmother. A rather amused young resident doctor had helped me back on my feet before getting back to his task of treating patients. Barima had suffered a massive stroke the night before while talking to my aunt, discussing the prospect of my marriage with some pedigreed Kayasth – a fate I had steadfastly refused to succumb to ever since I had turned twenty, secretly dating boyfriends 1 and 2. And now, inside me, love, concern and guilt were all jumbled up – feelings that wouldn’t go away however much I retched. The smell of disinfectant still hung about the room, but as I sang my grandmother our favourite bhajan – it grew faint.


Lost in the gentle, repetitive melody, in a way I seldom am when facing an audience, even the kindest, I felt grief, stress and other unrecognized feelings ooze out of me. I sobbed out the last stanza. Barima looked at peace, drifting off to sleep. It was the last song she would ever teach me, the stroke robbing her of coherent thought and words for years afterwards. But I didn’t know that just yet. And, having wept at her frailty and mine, I felt at peace.


Barima was the most determined person I knew, and the most imperious. I have vivid images of my grandmother supervising in the kitchen – an impressive, commanding presence who expected things to be done a certain way and got them done through the sheer force of her personality, without anyone creating fuss or raising dissent. Her father, Abbaji, had worked as the revenue minister in Gwalior, under Jivaji Rao Scindia, and later as the prime minister of various other princely states. As a result, Barima had had a semi-royal upbringing in a feudal, pre-independence India. Yet, rather than be content with this life, she was a rebel of sorts.


In the tonga that used to ferry her sister and her to school every morning – following an hour of musical riyaaz (practice) that their mother insisted on – Barima was never the timid passenger. At some point between home and school, she would insist on taking over the reins, ordering the hapless tonga-walla to move aside. He dare not complain, and the family never got to know of such incidents. Later, as an undergraduate student in a girls’ hostel, she insisted on her own car (this time, with a chauffeur) and a personal cook, and was prone to much socializing, a habit that did not leave her till the very end.


She married my grandfather, Lakshmi Chandra Mathur, from the same ‘high’ Kayasth sub-caste but not exactly in keeping with the wishes of Abbaji, who wanted a more moneyed groom for his darling daughter. LC was good-looking and had a stable enough job with the Indian Railways, and so, despite his relatively modest background, she married him, devoting her considerable skills to furthering his bureaucratic career – striking friendships, networking (though that was not a term she used or knew), singing ghazals at club functions, banna-bannis (playful songs in praise of the bride and groom) and mehndis (special songs sung during the henna ceremony) at weddings, or lyrics penned by my grandfather set to film music of the 1950s and 60s, administering the various Mathur sabhas (community gatherings) in the assorted UP towns the couple lived in, and generally enjoying the limelight.


For her wedding, Barima’s heart was set on a beautiful red and gold dinner set that she wanted as part of her trousseau. But those being the royal colours, the dinner set was not for sale to commoners. Not to be denied, Barima, all of nineteen, set about convincing the shopkeeper to let her buy the crockery. And he did. Barima could be supremely persuasive. The only reason I gave in to learning music – Hindustani classical – from ‘Masterji’, who came home to teach me, was because of Barima. Music was her passion. She had a Visharad degree from the prestigious Allahabad-based institute of Hindustani classical music, Prayag Sangeet Samiti. For her, music was much more than an expression of talent. It was the continuance of tradition, the reaffirmation and transmission of a legacy and a unique way of life to a younger generation, at a time when it was increasingly losing its relevance.
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