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Introduction


THE POST-LIBERALIZATION BUSINESS


It was the turn of the millennium. I had just joined the Indian Express in Delhi, which had a sterling reputation for frank and fearless journalism in the country. As a cub reporter, I aspired to do big stories that would be ‘meaningful’ and make an impact on society. Tracking restaurants was certainly not on the agenda. Neither I nor any of my colleagues at that time nurtured any ambition to write on food. 


My boss herself conceded that food was just ‘half a beat’. Yet as the office newbie, it was this that I got saddled with. The team I had joined brought out the features page of Newsline, the Indian Express’s city supplement. The day I joined, there was a dire need for stories. I was sent to check out a new Awadhi restaurant – a modest establishment some home cook had opened in a middle-class residential neighbourhood. 


It proved to be a happy chance. Lucknow, the centre of Awadhi cuisine, was in my blood. I had grown up in the city and belonged to a family that cooked and ate food quite similar to what the restaurant was serving. Making a judgement came easy. I must have done a competent enough job of reviewing shami kebab and pulao because one look at the article and my boss decided to thrust the task of writing a weekly restaurant review column on to me. Overnight, I became the paper’s food critic and columnist – just out of college, with zero preparation for the task, save an upbringing that had inadvertently revolved around food in a family where almost everyone not only was an exceptional cook, but had strong opinions on ‘good’ and ‘bad’ cooking. (I wrote about this upbringing in my first book, Mrs LC’s Table: Stories about Kayasth Food and Culture.)


I took on the task reluctantly – and only after being promised the more ‘intellectual’ art beat as well at some point in the future (there were more senior writers in that cluttered space). Soon, it became apparent that while I did enjoy writing about food and its creation and retail, the real problem was in finding enough restaurants to write about to sustain a weekly column. 


New standalones opened infrequently – and most that did were unremarkable Indian-Chinese or Mughlai restaurants. I sometimes took autorickshaws to different neighbourhoods in the city just to scan signboards above shops for any openings. Every week was stressful, every other day involved a hunt for review-worthy spaces. I survived by the skin of my teeth, panning many, praising a few and wishing for meatier assignments.


Some weeks were easier. A splashy new restaurant opening at a five-star hotel would take care of our editorial needs. But considering there were just about half a dozen hotels in Delhi then, these occasions were few and far between in the three years I spent with the Express. There were many food festivals at hotels, most inordinately boring. Some contributed to my early gourmet education, offering glimpses of cultures from far and beyond – vine dolmas, pungent goat cheese, yakitori and teppanyaki (sushi was yet to go pop), classic American cocktails, and old-world wines that I learnt to swirl at the emerging phenomenon of pompous wine dinners. The column I valiantly tried to keep above such PR-led stuff. It was meant to be different from and more entertaining than what the two or three other writers in that space were writing.


Having set a goal to write about new or exceptional restaurants only – either refreshing or refreshingly horrendous – I was in a bit of a soup. India’s foodscape was regrettably dominated by middling eateries (it still is, though evolving) and there was very little interesting, new stuff happening. Nine years after Liberalization and four years after the first McDonald’s had opened in the country in 1996, India’s restaurant culture circa 2000 was still sputtering to a start. 


It wasn’t as if we didn’t have restaurants. The old Punjabi eateries that had come up in the 1940s and ’50s and served tandoori and Punjabi-inspired food plus a mishmash of ‘continental’ were still around. The 1980s and ’90s phenomenon of Indian-Chinese restaurants that served ‘manchurian’ and corn-floured, saucy creations were popular too. Most standalones that opened around that time often served these cuisines all together within family-style set-ups. 


Some speciality restaurants such as Bukhara, La Piazza and Spice Route – at the high end of the price range and usually within hotels – did attract another set of diners, those who passed for Delhi’s cognoscenti. But despite their popularity, dishes such as Bull’s Eye (warm chocolate pastry hollowed out in the centre in which a scoop of ice cream is placed) or som tum were only special-occasion treats for even evolved diners.


The bar scene was being reinvented for younger consumers. Rick’s had just opened in 2001 at the Taj Mahal Hotel, showing ‘with it’ Delhiites a way to lounge with cocktails and food instead of going clubbing at Djinns at the Hyatt, which was till then the most happening club around. Food was slowly becoming entertainment even in these nightlife places, but it would still be some time before it was finally recognized as a hero, and experience-led lounge bars with noteworthy food and drink (instead of just DJs and music) would start coming up.


A few other restaurants with food firmly at their heart were conversely trying to establish themselves as ‘experiential’ spaces, and these attracted the celebrity crowd. Places like Fujiya at Malcha Marg became known for the diplomatic crowd. Bistro at the Deer Park in Hauz Khas was frequented by the politically and fashionably connected, and Rohit Khattar’s Chor Bizarre, which had opened just a few years earlier, was seen as quirky and arty. It saw the fashion, art and theatre crowds congregate and was quite the happening place in Delhi of the early 2000s. 


The idea that restaurants were not merely about sustenance but were a larger experience was relatively new. After Liberalization, a new generation of Indians was gradually getting used to the idea of eating out for entertainment and to socialize, as opposed to filling a need or to marking a special occasion like a birthday or wedding anniversary. 


The opening-up of the economy meant that there was rapid social change. Gen X and Y had already been in the midst of the first dot-com boom, people were travelling outside the country more frequently and students from middle-class families were aspiring to study abroad. In short, there was a thirst for more cosmopolitan, global experiences.


The late 1990s, when I was still in college, had begun to see young entrepreneurs with limited capital but some international exposure try to turn professional restaurateurs. These were not socialites or experienced businessmen. Their approach to restaurateuring was completely different. Some would begin to create restaurants for ‘people like us’ – for the young, informal, global new Indians. Restaurants that offered food chic and different from the dowdy ‘family-style’ standalones of the older generation – but which were not as pricey or stuck-up as those in five-stars tended to be. There was space in the eating-out market for the young, aspirational Indian and a few younger restaurateurs were beginning to recognize that.


While I still studied at Lady Shri Ram College (LSR), there had sprung up in our neighbourhood in East of Kailash a ‘cafe’ (though it was really a casual restaurant) with piri piri pasta, cheesy bakes, shakes, banoffee pie and other desserts that made us drool. 


The Big Chill Cafe was set up by a young couple not much older than the college crowd, and became an immediate favourite with LSR girls, young IT professionals in the locality, their friends and friends of friends who kept recommending it to their peers. As word spread, the tiny cafe that was hard to find in a residential neighbourhood became quite popular, not just for its food but for its environment of casual chicness that was new to us in India – something its owners Aseem and Fawzia managed to create seemingly without effort. The category ‘casual, upscale’ was being birthed right before us.


It’s been several years since I last spoke to them, but the couple’s story remains fresh in my mind: Aseem Grover, an officer with the Indian Army, took premature retirement after he met and married Fawzia Ahmed, a Pakistani national based in London. They came back to Delhi and, with their combined savings of ₹8 lakh, set up Big Chill. Fawzia cooked, Aseem managed, and their small but modern business resonated with us ’90s kids. 


Big Chill was the first restaurant not just in Delhi but possibly in India to hire young, English-speaking wait staff, many of them graduates from Delhi University, assured, confident and of the same socioeconomic strata as the young customers of the cafe. Till then, Delhiites had been used to the feudal bowing and scraping of old-fashioned, predominantly male ‘waiters’ in most family-style restaurants. Suddenly, Big Chill had introduced the very democratic idea of service staff at an equal social footing with the patrons. This was refreshing. With more people travelling today, attitudes to the service staff are changing in India with a much more casual service style adopted by many restaurants. In those days, this was highly unusual and Big Chill was a path-breaker. On busy evenings, when the service staff was hard-pressed, guests who had become friends with the owners would chip in to wait tables. It was all very American collegiate. There was none of the obsequiousness that people from an earlier India expected from restaurants. There were no white tablecloths or napkins; cutlery came in stands placed on the tables; there were plastic glasses, but the shakes in them were delicious – nothing like we’d had before.


For a brand that has endured for 20 years now and is so well loved, it is astonishing how Aseem and Fawzia are hardly ever written about. Theirs is the quintessential restaurant success story. Big Chill Cafe started out as exactly the sort of small, quaint, mom-and-pop business that so many of us dream of owning one day, only that day never arrives. In today’s tough business environment, it would be very difficult to set up and sustain something like that. In this book, we will trace why anyone entering the big bad world of restaurants in India today should not come with the rose-tinted glasses that Aseem and Fawzia might have worn when they started their business. Two decades is a long time and the restaurant business is more grown-up, a big bad world for fledgling restaurateurs. Enter it with caution.


If Big Chill was slowly, and through word of mouth, growing in stature, 2000 saw one of India’s brightest culinary stars till date bursting upon the Delhi food scene. Cappuccino, another small cafe near LSR, had been started in 1996 by a young Marwari girl with no restaurant experience but some serious cooking talent. The business did not succeed and she left for London. But by the time my batch had graduated from college and I had found work as Indian Express’s food critic, she was back in action.


A few weeks into my job, I was told of a new restaurant opening in Greater Kailash II, an area with a market known for its hardware shops. I entered Diva as its first reviewer to be fed new things like arancini and bocconcini by its very passionate chef, who bullied me into eating almost all of the menu, even as I took breaks to play chess with the then boyfriend in a part of the restaurant that had been done up with some board games. Even with my limited exposure to ‘real’ Italian food (Nirula’s cheese-and-sausage pizzas was what counted as Italian then for most of us kids), I was blown away by Ritu Dalmia’s cooking.


I came back to write a rave review – the first piece of writing about the restaurant. When that got published, my editor, Raj Kamal Jha, quipped, ‘Boss, was it really that good or did you make it up?’ I hadn’t made it up. The proof is still in the pasta, almost two decades down the line.


Big Chill and Diva in Delhi, along with Indigo and Olive Bar and Kitchen in Mumbai (which came up in 1999 and 2001 respectively), ushered in a new type of restaurant in India. These can be defined as experiential restaurants, where a younger lot of diners went not just to satisfy a basic need for food as sustenance, but to meet an aspiration for a certain lifestyle these restaurants symbolized. The cosmopolitan Indian was just beginning to come into his/her own after the economy had opened up, and these experience-led restaurants would firmly become a big part of the metropolitan lifestyle. 


Aviation, telecom, retail, travel and even hotels are sectors that have been studied in far greater detail as post-Liberalization businesses. Restaurants deserve the same attention too. How the industry has changed in the two decades or so since the mid-1990s is an equally visible symbol of change in the economic and social life of middle India and needs to be examined in greater detail.


This book will shed light on how this new business – of experience-led restaurants, cafes, bars, upscale diners – has evolved through these two decades. Because my career as a devoted observer of this space coincides neatly with the infancy-to-middle-age journey of standalone restaurants in India, a business now in the midst of an unprecedented boom, I will attempt to offer insight into why some restaurants go on to become our favourites, why so many don’t and what we can learn from the successes and failures of some of the biggest names in the Indian restaurant industry today.


Fledgling restaurateurs will find themselves surrounded by a host of advisers, some with no idea of the real nature of this tricky business, while others paint unrealistic pictures of the business. 


Since I am neither a restaurateur nor a restaurant consultant, the idea is to offer a truthful, unbiased but subjective analysis in the good old journalistic tradition, cutting through the hype that envelops this business in India. 


My analysis is based on my deep observation of this space for close to two decades, from a unique perspective of being both an insider and an outsider. My close acquaintance and friendships with many restaurateurs and chefs has given me a perspective of the business from the inside out. Many of these people in the industry, with whom I share mutual respect and camaraderie, have routinely spoken of their business in informal, unguarded ways, sounding me out on a variety of issues and seeking advice. Many of these conversations are built into this book and are the basis of my understanding of the business. 


Then there is the journalistic training as a commentator that has always allowed me to spot new trends and patterns of behaviour almost as soon as they begin to happen, probe and question what different people in the business with diverse motivations tell me, and examine the business as an informed outsider – from the point of view of the consumers. 


It is this unique understanding that I bring to you – a twin perspective that is advantageous when it comes to making sense of what really is happening in the world of Indian restaurants and in analysing what makes them ultimately work – or not.




PART 1
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IN THE BEGINNING


Before we begin examining what makes upscale, experience-led restaurants in India succeed or fail, it is a good idea to get a sense of their history. While the boom in standalone mid-level casual restaurants is fairly recent and those in the business as well as consumers tend to think of India as a ‘young’ market, the chequered history of food retail in different restaurant formats is actually fairly old and has much to teach us.


What were some of India’s earliest restaurants? A popular tale of Mughal romance gives us some answers. According to lore, when Jahangir met the future Noor Jehan (Mehr-un-Nissa) at a meena bazaar, a makeshift market in Mughal times to sell items or donate money for charity, she had her mouth stuffed with batashas, dainty meringue-like confections made from expensive refined sugar. Mehr-un-Nissa was a lady-in-waiting to the dowager empress Salima Sultan, Akbar’s first wife, and had bought the batashas from a stall in the bazaar. These kinds of ‘pop-up’ bazaars, as we would call them today, were places where ladies from the Mughal harem set up stalls of crafts, clothing and food as entertainment for royalty. And these were typically held during popular festivals such as Nowruz, the Persian New Year, which, according to various historical accounts, were celebrated by the Mughals with great fanfare. 


If these were royal bazaars meant only for the aristocracy, by the time Shah Jahan shifted his capital to Delhi, trade (including restaurant trade) was bustling in a very urbane way. In account after account on Mughal Delhi, including by travellers such as Niccolao Manucci from Venice and François Bernier from France, and later-day accounts by Indian poets and historians, we get a sense of Shahjahanabad as a highly evolved, cultured capital, where poets, artists, spiritualists and the finest of cooks congregated, right till the time of Bahadur Shah Zafar II. 


Bernier in his Travels in the Mogul Empire describes a huge variety of foods, both uncooked and cooked, sold in the bazaars of Shahjahanabad. A culture of connoisseurship was developing and would continue till the very end of the Mughal empire. Stephen Blake notes in Shahjahanabad: The Sovereign City in Mughal India 1639–1739 that coffee houses, or qahwakhanas, were places where poets would congregate, debate and read their works, earning praise from those gathered. This can be seen as an important milestone in food retail in India. This was perhaps the first time in metropolitan India that a cafe culture emerged – where a cup of coffee could be looked at as something promoting social and cultural interaction.


This emergence of the cafe culture is ironically seen as a modern phenomenon today, with co-working spaces within cafes and bars. The modern-day cafes as co-working or socializing spaces are as representative of a popular youth culture in Indian cities as the qahwakhanas were of old Delhi.


Shah Jahan’s Delhi also had its khomchawallas (who sold snacky treats from cane baskets and moved from locality to locality), halwai shops (selling sweets, breakfast goodies and snacks), kebabchis (kebab makers) and naanbhais (bread makers), who cooked and sold the choicest of delicacies to the city folk. In the years to come, halwais such as Ghantewala would become iconic, even mentioned in various accounts of the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857 by citizens of Delhi, some of whom saw the sepoys as uncouth hordes who had descended on their urbane city and had become softened by its riches. As William Dalrymple writes in The Last Mughal, some of these accounts blame soldiers for being softened by the luxuries of Delhi and the sweets from Ghantewala, refusing to fight in the name of the emperor and in fact running away, leaving Delhi to be decimated by the retaliating English forces. 


Meanwhile, khomchawallas, another set of peculiarly Shahjahanabad retailers, can be seen as mini ‘moveable restaurants’ akin to food trucks – they carried bamboo baskets from locality to locality to sell to their patrons dainty moong pakoris, chaat and daulat ki chaat made from milk froth every winter. This form of food retail continued to exist well after Partition, when families staying in old Delhi enclaves still patronized khomchawallas, the original chaat vendors of India. 


Naanbhais, kebabchis and nihari shops were other retailers in Mughal India, not just in Delhi but also in other large cities that patronized food cultures under the Mughal influence, even as the power of the Mughal emperor himself was on the decline. In Lucknow, where Mughlai culinary sophistication was to reach its zenith, an old nihari shop, Rahim in Chowk, exhibited this ditty on a board, extolling the superiority of Lucknow’s food over Delhi’s: ‘Janab Hazrat e Ghalib jab yahan aaye / pakar ke baith gaye woh Rahim ke paaye’ (loosely translated as: ‘When Ghalib left Delhi to come to Lucknow, he sat down holding on to Rahim’s dish of trotters’). 


Markets in cities such as Lahore, Hyderabad and Lucknow had entire streets devoted to food, full of small restaurants and famous cooks who specialized in a single dish. We see remnants of this kind of food retail even today. However, it is important to note that back then this was primarily the preserve of men, who ate and patronized street food. 


Tunday Kababi, the popular kebab shop in Lucknow, is an example of this kind of retail. Though now gentrified and touristy, the shop was set up in the red-light area of old Lucknow by Haji Murad Ali (1877–1967), a migrant from Bhopal. Ali was called tunda because he had only one arm. The original shop still exists in Chowk in the old city, though other outlets have opened. Early accounts of the shop by its patrons talk about how men would buy the kebabs made with beef, a cheaper meat than mutton that the more moneyed classes (both Muslims and Hindus who ate meat, like the Kayasths) ate, wrapped up in donas (leaf cups), and walk up the dingy staircases to visit the prostitutes. A fond account of this slice of non-elite Lucknow life and Tunday Kababi has been written by Urdu poet Shabbir Hasan Khan (1898–1982), also known as Josh Malihabadi, in his autobiography Yaadon Ki Baarat.


Meanwhile, the gentility and women ate mostly at home. Till even the late 1980s and ’90s, when I was growing up in Lucknow, chatorapan (the fondness of chatpata, frivolous restaurant food) was frowned upon, and women and girls from ‘good’ homes were not encouraged to go to restaurants. This is a social mindset that was completely demolished in post-Liberalization India. 


Why restaurant food was not considered appropriate for genteel middle-class Indians might have had to do with the ritualistic way in which food has always been cooked in India. Food was treated as medicine, prepared carefully according to flavour combinations based in Ayurveda – the science of food and medicine, which recommended a balance of various gunas ascribed to each ingredient – and strict caste injunctions and rituals governed its preparations and eating in most upper-caste Hindu kitchens. 


As I have written in my earlier book, Mrs LC’s Table, brahmin women were employed to cook family meals in my community. They cooked only after having taken a bath and wearing clothes only meant for the kitchen. Such injunctions were followed across many upper-caste communities. The idea of ‘purity’ was important to high-caste Hindu families and eating ‘outside’, ‘unclean’ food was a no-no. 


Some of these attitudes of Hindu society to food were clearly imbibed by the larger Indo-Islamic culture of Hindustan (areas of northern, eastern and western India dominated by the first six Mughal emperors). Even as early as Jahangir’s time, Europeans who came seeking exclusive trading rights found themselves fondly welcomed, but none of the nobility – Hindu or Muslim – willing to eat with them!1


Dining was a private affair for both Hindus and Muslims, who ate with their own kind mostly – and we can see traces of this sort of segregation even now. What this meant was that even in cities where food was elevated to an art form, the best fare was still what was cooked by highly paid chefs for an elite audience within homes.


If professional chefs run restaurants today, history has come a full circle. In medieval India, the moneyed nobility employed the highest-paid chefs and not the bazaar chefs who cooked the common man’s chaat, kebabs and breads. Several accounts of Lucknow, including the early 20th-century Guzishta Lucknow by Abdul Halim Sharar, talk of highly paid rikabdars, or professional cooks, who specialized in unique dishes that left their diners amazed.


Shaikh Fida Ali was a rikabdar during the reign of Wajid Ali Shah, the last nawab of Awadh. He once placed a transparent lampshade on a table before a British dignitary. He placed a lit candle inside the lampshade, then blew it out, broke what appeared to be the glass of the shade and started eating it. ‘It was later learnt that the entire lampshade was made out of sugar candy,’ wrote Aslam Mahmud, an old Lucknauwallah and bureaucrat, in his superbly researched Awadh Symphony, which talks about life under the nawabs. Centuries before molecular gastronomy began to beguile us with its presentations, the rikabdars were already practising food as an art form.


Restaurant cooks, on the other hand, traditionally didn’t know how to cook these nuanced dishes, and restaurant cooking has therefore always been distinct from home cooking in India. This fact is crucial to any understanding of the country’s food- and restaurant-scape. For the first time, really, in the history of food retail in India, we are at a point where at least some restaurant food cooked by chefs is being considered more evolved and more desirable than home food. Experience-led dining that was confined to moneyed homes (as opposed to restaurants that were more functional and catered to mass needs) has only relatively recently shifted out of that private zone and into a public, social one. 


After the British assumed power in India and Mughal might was lost, cooks who had till then laboured in the kitchens of aristocrats found themselves out of work. Some of them found work with new employers but discovered that these new sahibs and brown sahibs of the Raj did not understand the elite art. Chef Mujeeb-ur-Rehman, a well-known chef from Lucknow popular for his high-end wedding catering, tells me this delicious story behind the popular Lucknow idiom, ‘Yeh moonh aur masoor ki dal’, used to be dismissive about someone.


According to him, a chef who found employment after having served a nawab for a long time asked his new employer what he would like to eat that day. The employer told him to make something simple like masoor dal. The chef in turn handed the employer a long list of ingredients to be bought for the preparation, looking at which the employer’s face fell and he complained of the expense. The cook walked out, scoffing, ‘Yeh moonh aur masoor ki dal’ (loosely translated as ‘How can you, with this face, appreciate my masoor dal’). 


Used to a lavish, no-expense-spared way of cooking, the talented cooks must have been at a loose end. Some of them and their descendants set up small restaurants where they refashioned the elaborate and exquisite foods of their former masters as bites for common men. Qormas (hitherto cooked only within homes, nihari being the street dish), dal and pulaos were thus tweaked to become part of Mughlai menus at a few restaurants in cities such as Delhi, Calcutta, Lahore and Lucknow.


We find an example of this kind of shift in the story of Karim’s, the iconic Mughlai restaurant in Delhi. According to his descendants’ retelling of their restaurant’s history, in 1913, Haji Karimuddin set up Karim Hotel in Gali Kababian near Jama Masjid, contending he was serving the ‘food of royals to the common man’. Haji Karimuddin traced his ancestry to a family of Mughal cooks in Shahjahanabad that had to flee the capital after the last Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar II, was exiled. The family relocated to Meerut. However, when India came under the British crown and the Delhi Durbar was being held in 1911, Karimuddin moved back to the city with the idea of opening a small restaurant to take advantage of the crowd that would be descending on the city for the durbar. Karim Hotel in the beginning served just aloo gosht, a home-style gravy of meat and potatoes, and dal to its patrons. The food was meant to be a substitute for home food.


In Calcutta, another cosmopolitan melting pot, dishes of Mughal origin were reinvented by small restaurants to cater to the needs of workers and daily-wage earners. Anadi Cabin on Esplanade is reputed to be almost a hundred years old. It has been around most certainly since before Partition, and remains unchanged till today, including in its use of the same iron tawa on which the cook shallow-fries Mughlai porotas (the Bengali term for paranthas), a beloved Calcutta street snack and Anadi’s signature dish. 


The tiny restaurant turns out 400 porotas from 20 kg of flour daily in a kitchen visible to all. The porotas could be covered in duck egg (which were considered vegetarian by traditional meat-eating Hindu Bengalis who did not prefer chicken) or chicken egg, filled with keema, folded and shallow-fried. These keema porotas are an innovation often credited to this restaurant. Mughlai paranthas almost certainly existed in Lucknowi and Awadhi homes before Wajid Ali’s exile to Calcutta along with cooks who brought Nawabi dishes to the City of Joy. The simple egg-coated Mughlai parantha of Awadh, made with many layers or parat, underwent a metamorphosis to become the keema-filled substantial snack of Calcutta, which could be picked up easily and eaten on the go by daily-wage earners in the new city.


Many of these early restaurants thus came up as businesses that were seeking not to provide recreation but instead to cater to a need for cheap, filling meals as people moved from villages and smaller towns to the cities to work for their colonial masters. 


However, colonialism in India brought with it more upscale restaurant and leisured experiences, catering to the elite. 


The first passenger train in India started running between Bombay and Thane in April 1853, pulled by three steam engines Sahib, Sindh and Sultan on a 34 km broad-gauge line. As British India’s rail network grew and the railways began to cover longer distances (Bombay to the capital in Calcutta was a much publicized route for first-class tourists), there was need for refreshments and restaurants en route.


Several British or Anglo-Indian travellers’ accounts2 speak of impeccable crockery, turbaned waiters and formal service, and food that was fairly similar all across the railways – thick soups, cutlets and bread and butter. It was, however, only Europeans or Anglo-Indian travellers who were entitled to travel in first-class carriages, and who could enjoy the catering in the dining cars. Conditions in the third class, in which the bulk of Indians travelled, were terrible. A 1929 Times of India report said that the Great Indian Peninsular Railways was trying out a separate dining car for Indians: ‘It would probably not have allowed the third class passengers who made up the bulk of travellers, and who had to either eat food they had brought or buy at station halts on the way.’3 


Since the catering was primarily for Europeans, European-inspired dishes started appearing on the menus in these restaurants along the rail network – things like chops, cutlets, omelettes, tea and custard. These dishes would eventually get absorbed as restaurant and club food in India, and we continue to eat some of this ‘continental’ food even today. The crockery and cutlery used were of the highest quality and the service by liveried waiters was impeccable, in keeping with the expectations of the sahibs of the Raj. Even after India became independent, upscale dining would imitate this pattern of deferential service.


While the dining cars were available only to first-class European travellers, from 1901, separate refreshment rooms for Indians started appearing at a few stations. This resulted in the emergence of other dishes that are now part of old-fashioned or nostalgic restaurant food centred around the Raj – for instance, the railway mutton curry (which clearly was never a single recipe) or the egg curry.


Till much after Independence, railway refreshment rooms were thought to be fairly high-standard restaurants, and railway catering would be relied upon for banqueting needs when dignitaries visited. My grandfather, who was in the catering division of the Northern Railways for some time in the 1970s, had amusing stories of catering to the Nehru–Gandhis – delicious anecdotes that we savoured as all restaurateuring tales must be.


But not all history is appetizing. The history of restaurants in India is fraught with caste and religious segregation – one reason that may have prevented a food retail boom earlier in the country’s history. Once they started catering to Indians, railway refreshment rooms were segregated not just as those meant only for Europeans but also as those meant for Hindus versus Muslims. Even water from taps in the railway stations was marked Hindu or Muslim in British India.4 There were ‘pure’ Hindu meals cooked by brahmins, and those offering Muslim food like qorma, kebab and pulao.


In the south, similarly, vegetarian brahmin hotels and ‘military hotels’ serving meat (with the suffix ‘Hindu’ added to signify that no beef or pork was served, though mutton was) came up as well as Udupi restaurants serving ‘pure veg’ food run by brahmins from the region, to cater to students and officers who worked in the Madras Presidency. 


Restaurants like The New Woodland Hotel came up in the Madras Presidency, and can be credited as popularizing the Udupi-style food that continues to thrive today. Woodland, as it was popularly called, was set up in 1938 by K. Krishna Rao, a man from a poor family of priests from near Mangalore. Its customers then were primarily brahmins who worked for the government, or upper-caste religious travellers who were vegetarians. As we can see, for so much of their history, restaurants in India were not the inclusive businesses we see them as today. 


Partition changed much of that. It rent India’s social fabric in more ways than we can imagine. It unleashed bloody, religious violence, but with the old order being torn apart, space for the new was created. For the first time, as I argued in a 2017 article,5 we got eateries that catered newly invented restaurant food to all manners of people – rich and poor, Hindu and Muslim. Butter chicken, dal makhani and naan became the first restaurant foods to escape the tag of religious identity.


Refugees from Punjab had arrived with less than nothing in Delhi. They brought with them a hardy spirit of survival and enterprise, but also one very important tool – the tandoor. A clay oven used to bake bread in villages, the tandoor made its foray into Delhi with refugees carrying memories of the sanjha chulha (the common village oven used to bake breads for all households) into this new harsh city where they had to fashion life afresh. 


In 1947, an enterprising refugee from Peshawar, Kundan Lal Gujral, opened a restaurant called Moti Mahal in Delhi’s Daryaganj area, in a building that had suffered badly during the rioting. Here, he set up a tandoor, in which the restaurant baked naan, a bread popular in old Peshawar eateries, and eventually chicken. The fowl was not a meat that Delhi was familiar with or fond of. ‘Neither Hindus nor Muslims ate it, and initially there was some resistance to tandoori chicken,’ says Anil Chandra, one of Moti Mahal’s early patrons. 







OEBPS/images/C1.jpg






OEBPS/images/logo1.gif
[5t€book
5] hachette

N





OEBPS/Cover.jpg
o " ANOOTHI

What Makes
Restaurants Sizzle
or Fizzle Out





OEBPS/images/logo2.gif
-] hachette [@hpok





