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For Elena, Caterina and the world’s children;


may you see the world as one, every part in harmony with the other.




INTRODUCTION


Imagine this: you’re enjoying potato fries with tomato ketchup on a flight when you start wondering whether you remembered to pack your toothbrush in your suitcase... You didn’t? Never mind. Now wonder instead how life would be for you and me if potatoes, ketchup, aeroplanes, toothbrushes, suitcases and dozens of other things had not made their way into India! Eeeks, life without potato chips? Unthinkable!


Our lives have been shaped by the many discoveries and inventions made by people from different parts of the world. Dreamers, thinkers and doers from time immemorial have had a hand in what we enjoy today – next time you lick an ice cream cone, try to guess whom you have to thank for it! We owe our ease of living and the many things in our day-to-day life, things that we take for granted, to people of different nationalities, colour and creed.


Humans are wanderers. Most travellers carry something familiar with them when they travel to new places, introducing a bit of their home to the places they visit. This was especially so in times when people travelled by ship and knew not when, or if, they would return home. Explorers and traders travelled on dangerous routes, braving blizzards and storms, over mountains and across rivers, introducing not just objects but also cultural and intellectual thoughts to different parts of the world. Yes, wars, slavery and injustice added to the chaos. Through all that, the spirit of human perseverance shone, making our lives today all the more exciting.


Vasco da Gama’s men carried potatoes in their ships when they came to India. The French brought – but wait a second! I don’t want to spill all the beans right in the introduction! Let’s pace ourselves and go alphabetically to know how and when a hundred different things that we use today entered our country.


Before we begin, let’s get a few things straight:




	I don’t know whether it was the potato that landed on Indian soil first or the tomato. These Portuguese historians don’t seem to have believed in recording details like that.


	Some origins are disputed. Ten people will say the Mongols brought an object to India, and ten others will refute it, exclaiming, ‘Bah, what rot! The Greeks did that!’


	History is an evolving field. We may definitively believe today that samosas were invented in location X. But, who knows, a team of archaeologists may dig up a site in location Y next year and discover a samosa-making contraption there. ‘Location Y is the Original Samosa Land!’ the news headlines will scream. What then?


	We’ve picked out things that entered India before 1947. All of them have had to undergo a strict and impartial scrutiny for selection. No proof, no entry, sorry! No favours were granted, even if you happen to meet a disgruntled momo that tells you otherwise. (Fact: momo came to India only in the 1960s.)


	
Many things may have entered our country through amazingly harmonious trade. Many others have become part of our lives because of someone’s ambition or greed, or because of wars and other unfortunate events, but we need to remember that this was in the past. No point in shunning tomatoes or cricket just because you don’t like how they came to India or who brought them, right? Today, we’re all global citizens!

Now, I’m really eager to kick off. And you?









The World in a Biscuit


Look closely at a Marie biscuit. An inspired baker in London’s Peek Freans Bakery designed the first Marie biscuit in honour of a Russian princess married to a British prince. Around its border is the Greek key design, which is a classic pattern inspired by Turkey’s ancient River Meander, now called Buyuk Menderes.
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AEROPLANES


Be it Aladdin’s magic carpet, or Santa’s sleigh, or the Ramayana’s pushpaka vimanam, flying has always fascinated human beings. No wonder people have been trying to make flying objects like kites, balloons and gliders for over 2,000 years. In recorded memory, we know that many of these contraptions collapsed – some could fly but without carrying a living being on board, most could not be controlled and although a few manned structures could glide, it was only for short distances. These were lighter-than-air vehicles or aerostats.


The principles of heavier-than-air vehicles were first put forth in 1799 by George Cayley, an English inventor, engineer and aviator. He continued to study, experiment and write about aerodynamics and manned flights with such dedication that he earned the title ‘Father of Aerodynamics’. He launched one of his models in 1804, making what is called by many as the first true aeroplane flight. In 1853, he got his coachman to get on the flying machine he had designed, probably because Cayley himself was eighty years old at that time. The boat-like carriage fitted with wings overhead took off and flew about 275 metres across a dale at Brompton Hall in Scarborough, Yorkshire. The plane crashed; the coachman was unhurt but is believed to have tendered his resignation, saying, ‘I was hired to drive, not fly!’


By 1797, Sir George Cayley had established the concept of the modern fixed-wing aircraft. In the 1850s, other people, too, started designing heavier-than-air vehicles, or aerodynes, and some daredevils did try to take off in them. American bicycle-makers and brothers, Orville and Wilbur Wright, were among those brave people who kept experimenting for over four years. Finally, on 17 December 1903, they designed what has been recognized as the first controlled manned aircraft – the Wright Flyer (also called Kitty Hawk after the place from where it took off). It marked the beginning of modern aviation. There are reports that Shivkar Bapuji Talpade, a Sanskrit scholar and aviation expert, flew the first ‘airplane’ in India in 1895 on Chowpatty Beach, Maharashtra. However, there are no verifiable reports to prove that this happened.


In 1911, British aviator Walter Windham was preparing for a flight demonstration as part of the United Provinces Exhibition in India during the Kumbh Mela. He found out that the chaplain of a church in Allahabad (which was renamed Prayagraj in 2018) was looking for ways to raise funds to start a youth hostel.


‘Why not raise funds by organizing a mail flight?’ thought Windham. He asked for permission from the postal services in India. They thought it was a great idea and even asked Windham to design a special postal cancellation mark. (He used magenta ink!)


On 18 February 1911, twenty-three-year-old French pilot Henri Pequet took off with a sack of about 6,000 cards and letters on a Humber-Sommer biplane from a polo ground in Allahabad. He flew over the Yamuna River, reportedly surprised to see the herds of cattle grazing nonchalantly on the banks below him, and landed in Naini, about 10 kilometres away. This became the world’s first official airmail flight. This was also the first ‘commercial’ civil aviation flight in India. But which was India’s first flight?


After the Wright Brothers flew their Kitty Hawk, many enthusiasts, like confectioner Giacomo D’Angelis, started designing and building their own planes. D’Angelis was born in Italy, raised in France, worked as a chef to the Duke of Buckingham and Chandos in England and then moved with the duke to Madras, India. What a globetrotter he was! He soon started his own hotel on Mount Road (now called Anna Salai). When he was not turning out delicious cakes and pastries, he was building an airplane. In March 1910, he flew his aircraft over the Island Grounds in Pallavaram, Madras (now Chennai), marking what could be the first public flight in India.


In 1910, two Belgian brothers, Jean and Jules Tyck, came to India, bringing their French Bleriot XI monoplane by ship to Bombay (now Mumbai), and from there to Calcutta (now Kolkata) by train. Here, on 28 December 1910, Jules Tyck took off in the monoplane from the Tollygunj Club’s 100-acre grounds and circled above the city for 45 minutes. This flight is also claimed by some as the first flight in India.


Rich nawabs, maharajas and industrialists started treating aviation as their new sport and private planes became popular in the country. The Indian state services collaborated with Britain’s imperial airways to operate the first transatlantic flight from London to Karachi to Delhi in 1912. On 10 February 1929, twenty-four-year-old J.R.D. Tata became the first licensed pilot in India, fulfilling his childhood dream of flying a plane. A few years later, he met a daring Englishman of South African descent, Nevill Vintcent, who suggested that they should start an airline. In 1932, Tata won a contract to carry mail for Imperial Airways from Karachi to Bombay and other places. With two planes, three pilots and three mechanics, he started a postal service between Karachi and Bombay, marking the start of Tata Airlines. He took off with mail in a Puss Moth and landed in a maidan in Juhu. The company became Air India in 1946.


Today, India and the world have many airlines and millions of people flying. On an average, there may be 10,000 to 15,000 planes – passenger, cargo, military – in the air at any given minute in the world!
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ALOE VERA


‘Everything is okay, we have aloe on board.’


Who said this? The quote is attributed to Christopher Columbus, the explorer who sailed from Spain in, 1492, in the hope of finding the spice-rich India but instead struck an island in the Bahamas. Why aloe? Because this spiky, easy-to-grow, cactus-like succulent plant that has fleshy, juicy leaves and stem was found to have great healing properties and used to treat a variety of common health problems like sunburn, wounds and heartburn. When Christopher Columbus went on long voyages, he is reported to have carried plenty of aloe vera. The plant may have got its name from the Arabic word allaeh, meaning ‘shining bitter substance’ and vera from Latin, meaning ‘true’. Aloe vera has been known to mankind for thousands of years, with the earliest recorded mention of it found in Sumerian tablets dated 2100 BCE. (Do you think the Sumerians may have used the aloe vera’s spiky leaves to engrave aloe information in clay over 4,100 years ago?)


Papyrus Ebers, one of the oldest Egyptian medical papyri, dating to circa 1550 BCE, records a dozen formulae to use aloe vera to treat human disorders. The Egyptian queens Nefertiti and Cleopatra, who lived around 3,000 years apart, were both supposed to have used aloe vera as part of their beauty regimen. So precious was this plant that Greek philosopher Aristotle is reported to have asked his ward, Emperor Alexander, to conquer the island of Socotra in the Indian Ocean just because it had a bountiful growth of aloe vera that could be used to keep his soldiers hale and hearty! By 400 BCE, a healthy aloe vera trade route was established in the Red Sea and Mediterranean region.


But when did aloe vera come to India? It may have already been growing here, but the credit for introducing aloe vera as a plant of medicinal value to India is given to Arab traders who brought it in 600 BCE from the Socotra Island in the Indian Ocean, lying east of the Horn of Africa, and now a part of Yemen. Even though there are over 500 relatives of aloe, only aloe vera has become a sought-after plant, and the Arabs traded only in this variety.


Today, aloe grows in almost every garden in India. In Jharkhand, Deori is called Aloe Vera Village because the villagers took up aloe cultivation with great enthusiasm with the support of the Birsa Agricultural University. Most paddy fields here have given way to aloe vera cultivation. If you don’t have an aloe plant at home, try growing it. It hardly needs any care. You can use the gel-like sap of the fleshy leaf as a shampoo, or apply it on a wound for a cool, quick healing. Aloe extract can be used as a mouthwash. Researchers have also found that coating tomatoes and apples with aloe gel is a harmless way to keep them fresh for longer!




ALSATIAN


(GERMAN SHEPHERD)


Can you name the breed of canines that are usually posted as Indian Army service dogs along the Line of Control in the biting cold of north Kashmir? The German shepherds! Yes, they’re also called Alsatians. The double-coated German shepherds are not only well-suited for the climate, but are also known for their high intelligence, their adaptive behaviour, their excellent instincts and their willingness to follow commands. Their sense of smell is high even by doggy standards and they can sniff out drugs and bombs with great speed and accuracy. It helps that they also look quite intimidating and dignified! No wonder they make great therapy dogs as well.


How did the German shepherd dogs (GSD) come to India? In their fatherland, that’s Germany, they were considered to be quite ordinary and were carelessly called DSH for Deutscher schäferhund, meaning ‘German shepherd dog’. The breed was developed to be efficient sheep herders and hence its name. In 1910, a GSD was registered in India for the first time, after it was imported by a breeder called H. Triefflich. In 1919, Captain P. Banerjee imported a GSD and registered it with the Indian Kennel Association. However, during this time, World War I was on and an anti-German wave was sweeping across Britain and other countries. Even though they loved their German shepherd dogs, they didn’t feel comfortable using the word ‘German’, so the British gave a hat tip to the place where the breed was known for over a thousand years, Alsace in present-day France (but part of Germany in the past), and started calling it Alsatian wolf dog.


Because of the breed’s intelligence and majestic looks, there was a good demand for Alsatian dogs from canine lovers and royals. In 1924, the maharaja of Poonch imported several Alsatians and had a German breeder to take care of them. Many royals and prominent persons acquired Alsatians, and soon they founded the Alsatian Club of India in 1928.


Even as more and more Indians begin to see the benefits of adopting local breeds, since they are more suited to our climate, the popular police dog breed, the Alsatian, continues to serve in the Indian Army and the Indian Police Services. These wolf dogs are sure to be wonderful examples for the new Indian entrants to the forces: Bakharwal, Gaddi, Himachali shepherd, Mudhol hound and the Tibetan mastiff.




Good Actors?


One of the world’s most famous Alsatians was Rin-Tin-Tin, a dog rescued from World War I by an American soldier, who trained the dog, making it possible for Rin-Tin-Tin to act in 27 films!







ASAFOETIDA


If there’s one thing common between Jammu and Kashmir’s nadr yakhani, Tamil Nadu’s rasam, West Bengal’s kachoris, Rajasthan’s kadhi and Bihar’s pani puri, it’s hing. Asafoetida. The spice is actually the resin or gum obtained from the root and rhizome of the Ferula assa-foetida plant that grows wild, mostly, in the mountainous regions of Afghanistan and Iran. Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan also started cultivating this plant. India is the largest importer of this spice. It is mentioned in the Mahabharata, which is believed to have been composed between the 2nd century BCE and the 3rd century CE. Until 2020, the perennial plant was not grown in India. According to many historians, asafoetida was brought to India by Arab traders around 600 BCE. Surprisingly, religion helped the spice become popular. How? Many rituals prevented Hindus and Jains from consuming garlic and onions, especially on some days. They discovered that asafoetida, with its high sulphur content, came close to these sulphur-containing vegetables. And thus, the asafoetida became a permanent part of our cuisine.


Not everyone likes the smell of asafoetida. During the Middle Ages (roughly, 500 CE–1450 CE), asafoetida was used to ‘chase demons’ away from people who were considered to be ‘possessed’ by spirits. They called it ‘devil’s dung’! However, for India, the largest importer of hing, asafoetida is precious. After many years of research by scientists from the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research, the Institute of Himalayan Bioresource Technology has started cultivation by planting 800 saplings of Ferula assa-foetida in the cold desert regions of Lahaul and Spiti in Himachal Pradesh. The first seedling of asafoetida was planted by Dr Sanjay Kumar, Director, CSIR-IHBT on 15 October 2020, in a farmer’s field in the village of Kwaring of Lahaul valley to mark the initiation of the cultivation of asafoetida in India. It will take a few years for the resins to form.


Next time you sink your teeth into a samosa or a vadai, you may want to thank the farmers harvesting hing in cold deserts.
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BALLOONS


Queasy red alert! The first balloons were made somewhere between the 14th and 16th centuries by the Aztecs of Mesoamerica (the historic region that included modern-day northern Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala, Belize and parts of Mexico). They used cats’ intestines to make balloons as offerings to their gods. Poor little things! Some 200 years later, Galileo Galilei, an Italian astronomer and physicist, used pigs’ guts to try to measure the weight of air.


Fortunately, for the pigs (and whales, cats and sheep) of the world, Michael Faraday, an English scientist, made the first rubber balloon in 1824. His family could afford only a basic formal education for him, after which he started working as an apprentice in a bookshop where he read every science book in the shop. His scientific research led to many discoveries, including the laws of electromagnetism and eventually, to the use of rubber to make balloons. He made the balloon not to string it up for his birthday, but to find the weight of hydrogen! The next year, Thomas Hancock, an English inventor and manufacturer, is believed to have started selling toy balloons – as do-it-yourself kits with a bottle of rubber solution and a condensing syringe! He also earned a patent for discovering the process of pouring rubber over moulds or dipping moulds in liquid latex to get a balloon-like object.


In 1857, J.G. Ingram and Son, part of the London India Rubber Works, started manufacturing rubber balloons but it failed to take off, business-wise. The commercially successful manufacturing of latex balloons began in 1931, after a method was found that allowed liquid latex – that came from the plant Hevea brasiliensis – to be transported without the changes in temperature affecting it. So, latex was transported to balloon manufacturers in England and America. Latex play balloons are believed to have reached India during this time.




Seed Smugglers


How did the rubber trees come to grow in Malaysia and other colonies of the British empire? It is believed that in 1876, Henry Alexander Wickham, an English adventure, smuggled 70,000 seeds of the rubber tree from Santarem, Brazil and brought them to the Royal Botanical Gardens, in Kew, England. Of these, 2,000 germinated in Kew. The rest were sent to different British colonies in south Asia other than India, even though Wickham’s ‘export’ was funded by the British India office. Upon successful cultivation, plantations were set up in India too, even though in its place of origin in the Americas, it only grew wild and could not be cultivated successfully. 







BATIK ART


If you have never done some messy art with candles and paints before, you may want to try this. Draw a simple design on a sheet of paper, or on a piece of old cloth. Light a candle and carefully tilt it so that the molten wax drips on to the outline of your drawing. After the wax cools down and solidifies, spray the paper with paint. If you’ve used cloth, dip it in a coloured solution – turmeric water, tea or coffee solution works fine too. Let the colours dry. Then rip off the wax. You have a batik work of art now!


Batik is a form of wax-resist dyeing that may have evolved independently in several regions, long before trade routes were formed. There is evidence to show that it has been found in the Far East, the Middle East, Central Asia and India for over 2,000 years. The headscarves and garments depicted in the frescos (wall art) in the Ajanta caves could quite possibly be batiks. But the credit for making batik a popular art form in the last few centuries goes to Java, in Indonesia. Batik gets its name from the Javanese word ambatik, which means ‘write’ and, titik, which means ‘dots’.


In the mid-16th century, traders from Europe, India, China and Arabia would meet in Java and exchange goods, including batiks. While the art technique is called batik, the finished product is also called the same. It caught the fancy of the Europeans. With industrialization in full swing there, the mills of Holland tried to mechanize the process to quickly manufacture bales and bales of batik material. The Javanese refused to buy this material and instead tried to improve their own production time by using wooden blocks instead of time-consuming hand-drawing. Since intricate batik takes a long time to make, it is called the ‘cloth of patience’. One of the most sought-after batik designs is the sekar jagad (from the Dutch kar meaning ‘map’, and the Javanese jagad meaning ‘the world’). Can you see how the world often comes together in the making of some things around us?


In 1927, Rabindranath Tagore visited Java and was impressed by the patterns on the kain panjang, or skirts, worn by the dancers at the royal court. He learnt that these designs had been created using the traditional art of batik. The king of Java presented him with a piece of batik. Rabindranath brought back more samples of the batik-dyed cloth. Surendranath Kar, an artist and the architect of Santiniketan, who had accompanied him, learnt the technique and that is how it came to India, specifically to Santiniketan. When Rabindranath set up a centre for the research and development of visual arts, called Kala Bhavana, batik became one of the subjects of study here. Kala Bhavana became a part of the Visva Bharati University in 1921.


The Javanese used a spouted tool called canting. Surendranath and Pratima Devi, Tagore’s daughter-in-law, used a brush or tuli. That is the reason why the West Bengal batik is called tuli batik. Apart from Santiniketan, batik printing happens mostly in Mundra and Mandvi, Gujarat; in Injambakkam, Tamil Nadu; and in Indore and Bhairavgarh, Madhya Pradesh.




BICYCLE


Whether you cycle to school or not, bicycles have changed the lives of thousands of young people who have shown that without a bicycle they would never have been able to receive a formal education. In rural areas of the world with poor public transport, bicycles have enabled young aspirants to go to school. When a renowned German forest official, Baron Karl Freiherr von Drais, built the world’s first steerable, two-wheeled contraption, it was called a hobby horse. It was also known as laufmaschine (German for ‘running machine’), velocipede, draisine or daisy horse. When he first demonstrated it on 12 June 1817, Mannheim’s best road was lined with curious onlookers who had come to see the first horseless, mechanized personal transport system on two wheels.


Having studied science, mathematics, architecture and forestry, Drais invented many other devices, including a recording system, a periscope and a typewriter, but horseless travel was his passion. Unlike the brakes of today, his draisine had a rope that had to be yanked to stop the back wheel. In April 1818, he demonstrated his invention at a ticketed event in a park in Paris. He also showcased a tandem draisine, with a woman rider behind him. He patented the machine, but only for a short period. The draisines, mostly made of wood in France and Germany, soon became a craze in many European countries.


Many people tried to make similar machines. In 1818, Englishman Denis Johnson used Drais’s design and improved upon it. Johnson quickly patented his design for a ‘pedestrian curricle’. Many parts, including the handlebar, were made of metal. He also made models suitable for ladies. However, within a year, people realized that the roads, worn out by horses and carriages, were not ideal for these machines. The riders began using the pavements, which displeased authorities, leading many cities, such as Milan and New York, to ban draisines altogether in 1819.


In the next few decades, inventors like Alexandre Mercier of Amiens, France, Philipp Moritz Fischer of Schweinfurt, Bavaria, and others came up with parts that went into the improvement of the bicycle. Next, inventors started focusing on the safety aspect of bicycles. The penny-farthings, with their big front wheels and small rear wheels (like the two coins of the time), had high saddles and were quite unsafe. In 1885, Englishman John Kemp Starley designed a bicycle with equal-sized wheels. These safety bicycles marked a turning point in the history of bicycles.


The colonial British brought their bicycles by ship, with European Christian missionaries, British officers and their families being the first to start using these vehicles in India. In 1903, Hemant Mohan Bose, along with his brother, Jatindra Mohan Bose, started the first Indian bicycle works called H. Bose Cycle Company. By the 1920s, bicycles were aplenty on the streets of Bombay and Calcutta. In 1923, six men from the Bombay Weightlifting Club set out on an around-the-world bicycling adventure. Two stayed back in America, one had to come back halfway through the expedition, while Adi Hakim, Jal Bapasola and Rustam Bhumgara returned in 1928 after covering a distance of 70,000 km on their bicycles!


Even though bicycles were being imported, they needed constant repairs and parts. This led to the development of a healthy spare-parts-and-repairs industry in 1907. Sudhir Kumar Sen, inspired by the Swadeshi Movement, saw the bicycle as a tool for India’s good health and self-sufficiency. He began trading in imported bicycles. Street shops started assembling bicycles, making the two-wheeler much more affordable than the imported models.


In 1939, just before World War II, the Godrej Company was preparing to enter bicycle production. A German U-boat sank the ship carrying the machinery needed to set up the cycle-making factory. Godrej abandoned the idea and instead began supplying chains and tubing to the Indian company Hind Cycles, which was registered in 1939 and supplied bicycles ‘built in India, built for India, built by India’.
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BINOCULARS


The moment someone mentions ‘birdwatching’, the picture that springs to mind is that of Dr Sálim Ali, holding a pair of binoculars. The ‘Birdman of India’ began his tryst with birds not with binoculars but with an airgun. Even after he renounced the gun, he continued to rely on his sharp, young eyes to study birds, having gone without binoculars for many years. In later years, he often talked about how birdwatching as a hobby only required a pair of binoculars, a notebook and a pencil.


Who invented the first binoculars? Not J.P. Lemiere as many search results would show. More than two hundred years before that, Hans Lippershey, a German-Dutch spectacle-maker put together a convex lens and a concave lens to make an instrument that could magnify images. He even applied for a patent in Netherlands for his invention ‘to see far away things as if they were nearby’. This was the precursor to the telescope. The Dutch leaders asked him whether he could make an instrument with two sets of lenses so that it could be used more easily by soldiers. Lippershey did, but that first double-tubed, magnifying instrument didn’t have a very good resolution, and so it didn’t propel him to fame. In 1609, Galileo Galilei made a telescope based on the sketchy details he had heard about of Lippershey’s patent, continuously refining on it.
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