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For my grandparents
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And for the labourers and their families who worked on the tea plantations many years ago, living in unthinkable conditions and treated like slaves, many of whom lost their lives.
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Preface


Life changes. The things you know as truths change. Relationships change. Letting go of the old and accepting the new is a wonderful thing once you realise that’s all you can do. Washing in and away like a wave, becoming still like the water in the middle of the ocean and eventually meeting the horizon. After shedding, grieving, receiving, after so many realisations.


When I see my grandmother now, almost three years after the death of my grandfather, that’s where she is. The broken part of her, which I witnessed for so long after his death, remembering his habits, his daily routine, his love for her, that very fragmented part slowly healed. Suddenly, the way summer comes after winter and changes the entire landscape, my grandmother started speaking about the Bhagavad Gita, her daily reading and learnings, about Krishna, about the stories in this universal text, and she started laughing again when she relayed these stories, bringing them to life.


Like sitting in the temple, lighting a diya candle and praying, like boiling her morning cup of chai with spices and sipping it slowly with breakfast, like her daily stretches, it is these rituals that carry us through, small rituals of happiness, dependable and purposeful, that we inject into life


It is in these last few years, after writing my second book Prajñā: Ayurvedic Rituals for Happiness, that I have started to realise the true value of my daily rituals, that happiness is a constant work in progress, that what once lifted me will lift me again, because the challenges life throws at us won’t stop, but our ability to overcome them changes. And while the rituals might change from time to time, commitment to them and consistency in practice is what matters.


So – keep making time for those small things that, together, bring big joy, moments that feel like a sigh, that ground you, like making your chai with spices, grating ginger or crushing cardamom pods, savouring each sip as you read or journal or simply sit. Pick a new ritual each month and become consistent with it: yoga, strength training, massaging your face with oil, seeing your friends more or even reading a book – everyone’s starting point is different. Lastly, do something that challenges you, and relax into discomfort, because that’s where you’ll grow. The waves will keep coming, relationships will keep changing, things will get washed way, even people, but something new will also flow in. Your rituals will help you find that abundance, let go with grace and not just tread the water, but ride the waves with more calm.


I set out to write this dedication to my grandfather, but what came out was an ode to my grandmother, whom I still see almost daily. Besides, it was coffee, boiled in a pan, that was his daily ritual, twice a day, measured and consistent, as with everything he did. I always wondered why he never drank chai!









Introduction




‘Come oh come ye tea-thirsty restless ones – the kettle boils, bubbles and sings, musically.’


– Rabindranath Tagore





In India, masala chai – a strong, sweet and milky tea brewed with spices, with its unique and exhilarating aroma – is woven into the very fabric of life. In most Indian homes, it’s the ritual that starts the day and the first thing offered to guests, the cornerstone of Indian hospitality. The scent of the simmering spices in the early morning lifts the spirits before even a drop is drunk; during the day it serves as a punctuation mark, a time to stop and reawaken; for some, it is a ritual to end the day with calmness, like a big sigh; and neighbourhood gossips and political discussions happen over a cup of chai. You’ll find it on streets and in hotels; you’ll be served chai while you’re shopping for saris; at railway stations, chai is a staple stop on a road journey; and it is the drink that keeps the babas, saints and pilgrims awake at religious festivals.


Whether at the break of dawn, or mid-morning, noon, evening or even late at night, chai is always on the boil both in the homes and on the streets of India. It is the social lubricant for all occasions, ceremonies and transactions; and the cult term ‘chai pe charcha’, meaning ‘gossip over chai’, is a testament to the unparalleled popularity of chai in India. Chai wakes India up and keeps her people going. In fact, the process of brewing and boiling tea feels so steeped in tradition and recent history that it is arguably on par with curry as an international symbol of Indian cuisine. In some ways drinking chai is synonymous with being Indian.


So how did this happen? With over three and a half million hectares of the earth’s surface covered by tea plantations, it is no wonder that tea is the most popular beverage in the world, after water, and India consumes more tea than any other country globally – in 2022, the amount of tea consumed in India was approximately 1.2 billion kilograms. As we’ll see in Chapter 2, though, the history of tea in India is relatively recent. So how did India become the second-largest tea producer in the world (after China) with around a $10 billion market?


Reading about the somewhat mysterious history of chai in my research for this book was both fascinating and surprising. Tracing the exact dates of when tea leaves first arrived in India, to when tea was first brewed, when and why spices were added, and then of course milk, and when Indians all over the country started drinking chai as their daily drink, is almost impossible. It is just as difficult to trace the origins of tea before it arrived in India, although that tea was first cultivated in China is an unquestioned historical fact. The history of drinking different concoctions of spices in hot water, known as ‘kadha’, is far older in India, and is expounded in the ancient Ayurveda texts. How tea and spices were then married to create masala chai is in fact a slight mystery, but what is clear is that the spices add a plethora of medicinal benefits to the tea. I hope you enjoy this voyage of discovery along with me.


My love for chai


My own love affair with chai started in childhood. At breakfast time, my siblings and I would be served a cup of ukaro (chai masala spice mix with milk and sugar, but no tea) with buttered toast most mornings or, as a treat on the weekends, we might drink it accompanied by fresh puri (fluffy, yellow, deep-fried breads). My mum, my two aunts and my grandmother would all be bustling about the small white kitchen of our home, cooking and doing domestic chores as we children drank our chai, and, if it was a puri morning, a steel basin of these delicious, crisp breads would be sitting temptingly in the middle of the table.


Ukaro, lacking in tea leaves and therefore caffeine, is perfect for children. In Gujarati, the word ‘ukaro’, or ‘ukar’, means ‘to boil’, and it is the boiling of the milk with the spices that allows the powdered spices to fully assimilate. I can still call to mind the slight tinge of brown in the white milk, with the occasional clump of bubbles on the top from pouring. A particularly handy trick was to tip a little of this hot and comforting drink from our porcelain cup into the small white saucer to cool it down, all so that we could drink it – or rather slurp it – more quickly. Better yet, I’d dunk my toast or puri in the ukaro too, so as to enjoy that wonderful gooey texture into the bargain.


Later on, travelling in India as a teenager, my memory conjures up visions of chaiwalas (tea vendors) pouring chai from high above into glass cups, creating froth and steam, street-side performances that stayed with me, as did the syrupy sweetness of the chai I drank. Though possibly my most vivid memory from that time is actually of coffee-pouring in Thiruvananthapuram, South India, on a trip with my dad, where we watched a particularly skilful street vendor pour boiling-hot milky coffee from one glass cup high up in the air to another very low down, moving the glasses in a balancing act to ensure no milk was spilled, almost like a juggling act. We’ll cover the coffee traditions of India later on in this book (see page 125), alongside those of chai.


In my early twenties, the chai theme continued, when I titled my unpublished novel inspired by my grandmother’s childhood stories Chai by the Lake. As a teenager, visiting my grandmother’s home village in Gujarat with my brother brought to life the elaborate tales she used to tell me, growing up with her own nani (maternal grandmother), fetching water from the lake, working in the field. And so the vision of the two of us sitting around the eponymous lake drinking our milky brews was a rich creative prompt, like the famous Proustian madeleine. She still tells me stories, always with vivid detail, some of which I’ve written about in this book.


During my university days chai was a constant: boiling tea leaves in milk and water (always plenty of milk for me), serving the hot drink in a mug rather than a cup, and making the mix extra spicy, which meant more ginger. My favourite and easiest accompaniment to chai at that time tended to be khakhra, a thin and crisp toasted roti, so moreish I could probably still eat quite a few of these in one go today. Recalling a rather lonely year at university, when I was yo-yo dieting, one image returns to me clearly: boiling a large mug of chai after my morning workout, with skimmed milk, using the small jar of chai masala mix my mum had packed for me. I would sit at my desk and the chai would provide a few moments of calm – some much-needed headspace and a moment to just be. Later on, as I travelled and lived abroad in Dubai and Uganda and worked as a food and travel writer, chai was always my happy place, the one steady thing that would fill me, fuel me, comfort me; a ritual of calmness and being in the moment.


And chai is that – it is a moment to stop, to inhale, to feel awakened by the heady concoction of tea leaves and spices, a moment to look out of the window and observe, to sit and let thoughts waft into thin air like the steam from the chai, a moment to breathe and sigh, to feel the heat of the spices absorb into the body, to feel the senses awaken from the tea, and for the sweetness to send a rush of energy to the brain. And this ephemeral sensory experience happens whether or not you’re conscious of it, whether you’re having chai alone or as the accompaniment to your gossip or catch-up, known as ‘chai pe charcha’ in India. When I think of chai pe charcha, I remember post-mortems of parties, and nights out with my closest friends and family – sitting with my sister Meenal, discussing family events, something momentous or even everyday that had recently happened; breathing in the air on the sea-facing balcony of my friend Sunaina’s home in Bandra, Mumbai, listening to the waves in the dark of the night as we drank cinnamon tea and spoke about the night we’d just had, or first thing the next morning, still in our pyjamas, sipping a restorative chai while watching the water roll inland and wash over the rocks; or more recently a morning in the lush rainforest of Ubud, Bali, where my friend Simran made us her morning ritual cup of Darjeeling tea, slightly smoky and with no milk or masala, and we sat and chatted about the previous night’s gallery opening party, laughing about the amount we danced, commiserating over our lack of sleep and exploring our love of books, life in India, politics and more.


When I moved back to London after living in Dubai and Uganda, and my marriage came to an end, I started a career in food and wellness almost by accident. I was working as a cookery writer, and I happened to take some home-made spiced energy balls that I’d made for a magazine to a couple of cafés I loved. The owners tried the balls, and soon afterwards started selling them in their cafés and delis. At a similar time I created a chai spice mix (without sugar), wanting to offer it to customers the way I had always had it with my family at home. One of my clients tried the potent mix and asked if I could create a ready-to-use version of it including sugar. That, in a nutshell, is how my business, Chai by Mira, came about. I started selling the spice mix direct to businesses, and a few years later I launched my café, also called Chai by Mira, in Triyoga Soho, a central London yoga studio. As the name suggests, the café was centred around chai offerings, with everything from Chai Latte to Rose Chai – recipes you’ll find in this book – as well as wholesome Ayurvedic food. Regulars soon had their favourite blends and would come to meet friends, sip chai after a yoga class or just sit and read – we had two shelves of beautiful books to browse through. Everything in my café, from the ragas playing in the background (you can find the playlists in my book, Prajñā), was designed in such a way that it would inspire people to sit down for some peace and quiet, to have that ritual moment with a cup of chai, away from the bustle of the city.


Alongside everything else, we sold small packets of the chai spice blend in the café. During the first summer of the Covid pandemic and lockdowns, I started receiving queries about where to buy the spice mix. People were missing their chai! In response, I set up the Chai by Mira brand online, and have gone on to create many blends of different flavours. Eventually the online business expanded to such an extent that I decided not to reopen the café.


About this book


The idea for The Book of Chai came about a year after I launched my online business. To my delight, writing this book has been an enriching, eye-opening and therapeutic experience, rather like chai itself. Even though I’ve always loved drinking chai, I discovered so much more about the fascinating global history of tea and spices through my research.


I’ve also delved deep into my treasure chest of precious travel memories. There are stories of India and of my own journeys woven through with cups of chai in this book, from holy festivals in faraway places to the Mumbai monsoons, and even during a pause from white-water rafting in Rishikesh. For me, chai is also about family, so there are stories of my grandmother, whom we call Bhabhi, and her chai memories interlaced into stories of growing up in a village in Gujarat, her year of yatra (pilgrimage) when she returned to India as a mother of three, and of the summers I spent with my mother at her parents’ home in Loughborough, England.


I hope this paints in your mind a vision of the old and new India and the diaspora, with interlinked aspects of history, elements of culture and an essence of spirituality. I hope it transports you to the ethereal ghats of Varanasi, brings to life the naga bavas with matted hair smoking ganja at the festival of Mahashivratri, and makes you feel like you’re waking up after an overnight train journey from Bihar sipping chai with strangers. I hope it stirs within you a desire to explore and journey through this rich and colourful country, savouring cups of chai and eating authentic street and dhaba food, and reminds you of sharing your favourite meals and drinks with your loved ones. I hope these stories paint a picture so vivid you can visualise yourself in those moments, a cup of chai in your hand – and that they inspire you not only to make some of the food and drink from this book, but to travel and create your own stories and memories.


Finally, there’s a plethora of recipes, from various tea-based chais boiled with spices and herbs to healthy Ayurvedic concoctions, and lassis and milks with different spices. I’ve offered some savoury accompaniments to go with your chai, including chaats (snacks) and even chilli cheese toasties. I’ve also created breakfast and dessert recipes using chai spices, from Apple Crumble Baked Oats to Carrot Cake Masala Chai Cupcakes.


Each time you pick up this book, I suggest you make yourself a cup of chai – perhaps a Golden Chai if it’s evening, a Ginger Chai if it’s morning, or an Ayurvedic spice blend in hot water if you want a post-meal digestif. Take a deep breath and smell the aroma: the spices, the tea leaves, the sweetness. Stop, take a few more deep breaths, and smile; when you take your first sip, close your eyes, allow yourself to sigh, and arrive into the present moment. Feel the smile; settle into the smile; and let the smile settle into you.
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What is Chai?




‘Just forget all about enlightenment. Enjoy simple things with total intensity. Just a cup of tea can be a deep meditation. If you can enjoy it, the aroma of it, slowly sipping it, the taste of it . . . who cares about God?’


– Osho





Chai is a global phenomenon. For many of us in the West, when we think of chai we picture spiced, milky Indian tea, variously known as chai, chai latte, chai tea latte, chai tea and masala chai. But is there a difference? Why so many names? Let’s delve in a bit.


The different names


When I was growing up, my mum, grandmother and aunts made their daily chai by boiling tea leaves with milk, grated ginger and their own home-made chai spice powder blend. This is what I took chai to mean: tea boiled with spices, the key differentiating factor from ‘normal’ tea being the spices. Chai, however, simply means tea – not tea with milk, not tea with milk and spices, just tea! What I thought of as chai, the milky, boiled, spiced, sweet and strong version, is actually masala chai. Nowadays, chai has become much more common, and it has as many definitions as there are retailers. Supermarkets sell ready-made chai blends to add to milk or water, and you’ll usually now find teabags labelled ‘chai’, too. In addition, coffee houses like Starbucks offer hot spiced drinks, usually called chai lattes. Although these beverages have been eagerly embraced as part of metropolitan café culture, in my opinion attempts to adapt chai to western tastes generally lose something in translation, often being flavoured with vanilla- or cinnamon-infused syrups and packed with sugar, but not including enough spice for my taste.


The etymology of the word ‘chai’ is also fascinating! In Hindi, the language spoken throughout much of India, ‘chai’ is the word for ‘tea leaves’, as well as for the drink itself. In both Mandarin and Cantonese, both the beverage and the leaf are called ‘chai-i’ or ‘chai-e’, although in some parts of China and in certain dialects, tea is called ‘te’. Tea of any kind is also called chai in Russian.


Chai in India


Hot, strong, spicy, milky, sweet and syrupy, chai in India is the first ritual of the day, it is the essential lubricant of all social occasions from weddings to meetings, it is the energy fuel for rickshaw-wallahs, labourers and business owners – indeed, everything happens over a cup of chai. It is difficult to imagine an India without chai. There are so many different ways of making it, and in India today they vary by region, by family or even between different members of the same family. Some people simply boil milk and tea with grated ginger, some use crushed cardamom, others add lemongrass, fresh mint leaves, saffron and fennel. Most Indian families and chaiwalas (tea vendors) have their own special blend of ground spices (masala) that they use to make their chai, which will be a source of pride and often a well-kept secret. And there are just as many ways of drinking chai too, from serving it in a clay ‘kulhad’ cup to sipping it from a saucer (almost always audibly slurped). There are even regional variations in temperature, with some people preferring their chai ‘garam’, meaning piping hot. And whatever type of chai is served, it is usually accompanied by a delicious snack. These can be savoury and even spicy to balance out the sweetness of the chai – from samosa, dhokla (savoury sponge cake) and thepla (flatbreads) to puff pastry biscuits and fried cutlets – or you may find your chai served with some sweet biscuits, such as the famous Parle-G (see page 222).


The culture of tea-drinking in roadside restaurants known as dhabas brings people from all walks of life together. It’s more prevalant in North India, whereas in South India you’ll find tiffin rooms, rather like canteens, which open early for breakfast, serving idlis (savoury rice and lentil cakes), dosas (savoury crispy pancakes), vadas (fritters) and upma (savoury porridge), typical South Indian cuisine, with the mandatory aromatic South Indian filter coffee. There is a tea culture here too, but chai is called chaya, and often brewed just with milk and sugar, and accompanied by snacks native to the region, like pazhampori (banana fritters), parippu vada (lentil fritters) and murukku (crispy snacks made with rice and lentil flour). Some South Indians make chai with lemongrass or bay leaves, and I explore some recipes for these on pages 88 and 91.


In Rajasthan, in northern India, the chai is more ‘kadak’ or strong, and is mainly drunk from traditional kulhad (cups made of clay), with ample sugar to replenish drinkers exhausted by the intense desert heat. However, there is also another thick and milky tea called Nagori chai, which comes from remote parts of Rajasthan. The Nagori community originates from the central Rajasthani region of Nagaur, and its members are mostly Muslim. Interestingly, they were marble tile manufacturers for almost seven decades, until some forty years ago, when much of the community took up dairy farming.


You’ll find Nagori chai shops in the southern city of Mumbai and other cities, serving a tea that uses fresh, unpasteurised cow’s milk sourced directly from the farmers, making it milkier and sweeter than other types of Indian tea. In Nagori tea shops, you will also find milk being boiled on one side in a big vessel, thick and creamy, which some like to drink on its own, but which is used for making the tea. Most Nagori chai shops will often also sell other milk-based products, such as paneer (cheese), dahi (curd) and ghee (clarified butter).


Travel to the other side of India and Kolkata (formerly Calcutta) in the East Indian state of West Bengal, and you’ll find it the chai capital of India, because it is the geographical gateway to the tea gardens. You’ll find chai everywhere, with multiple trolleys on one street in the main city areas. The traditional earthen kulhad are known in Kolkata as ‘bhar’. These cups are made of clay called gangamati, meaning ‘clay of the Ganga’, which is dug from the banks of Ganges, India’s most sacred river. Kulhads are used all over India, though cheaper plastic and paper cups have replaced them in many regions, but they are environmentally friendly and can be thrown on the ground after use. In Kolkata, the tradition has been preserved.


[image: Two kulhad cups.]


The tea itself is also less milky in Kolkata, as the tea leaves are considered more important there. You will also find lemon chai, known as lebu chai, in Kolkata and the eastern parts of India, which is a spiced and salted lemon tea brewed with delicate tea leaves, often served up with momos, popular savoury dumplings. In his book The Monk as Man: The Unknown Life of Swami Vivekanand, Mani Sankar Mukherji writes, ‘Bengalis have tea in their blood and nobody can do anything about it. Bengalis will never forget that coffee smells like burnt shal leaf, while Darjeeling tea tastes like champagne.’ Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941), a prolific nationalist and world-renowned writer, poet and philosopher from Kolkata, as well as the first Indian to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature, was the grandson of Dwarkanath Tagore, who, as we’ll see on page 29, was a key player in the origins of the tea business in India alongside the British, as one of the nine founding directors of the Bengal Tea Association.


Among the earliest formal venues for tea or chai were the ‘tea cabins’ of Kolkata which started springing up in the 1920s in neighbourhoods near universities, offering inexpensive tea and snacks. Tea cabins were basic cafés with marble-top tables and wooden chairs, serving drinks alongside toast, omelettes and cutlets. They brewed tea by combining a full-leaf tea with a little milk and sugar just before serving. These spots became hubs for news, political gossip and cultural discussions, backdrops for intellectual movements, some of them even publishing their own literary or political journals; and, decades later, they became important meeting places for those planning India’s independence.


Irani cafés in Mumbai, on the opposite coast, came about at a similar time and also became social hubs. Established in the nineteenth century by Zoroastrian immigrants, who were fleeing religious persecution in what was then Persia (now Iran), like other purveyors of tea these cafés became meeting places for people from all castes, religion and classes, where writers found solace, construction labourers and sex workers could come and pay less than a rupee for chai, and eventually here too people met to hatch plans for India’s independence. These were the foundation of Mumbai’s restaurant and nightlife culture, an integral part of the city’s sense of self and history. There are some left, but from the 350 Irani cafés that existed in 1950, just after independence, there are now fewer than a hundred left. Along with hot Irani chai (see page 100), you might also get bun maska (sweet bread rolls), egg akuri (spiced scrambled egg), mawa cakes (rich, buttery, eggless cakes) baked in tinfoil containers, and kheema pao (minced meat with bread). I write more about these cafés on page 100.


The Zoroastrian community of India also includes the Parsis, who trace their roots to a community who arrived from Iran in the tenth century. Parsis have their chai in a way that’s entirely different to everyone else. Steeping tea leaves, lemongrass and mint leaves in hot water, they then cover the kettle with a tea cosy to keep it hot as the tea and leaves brew, and add hot milk and sugar separately when the tea is poured. In the mornings, the Parsi tradition is to serve chai with brun bread, which has a crackling crust and is soft inside, slathered with butter and totally ‘dunkable’. In the afternoon, chai is served with Batasa cookies – small round biscuits studded with carom (caraway) seeds, whose history dates back to the Dutch occupation of India in the 1700s. A man named Faramji Dotivala in the port city of Surat took control of a flourishing bakery and created Batasa biscuits from left-over dried breads. Over two centuries and six generations later, the bakery still exists.


In Bhopal, Central India, chai is made with salt, and is known as namak wali chai, which translates as ‘tea with salt’, and is claimed to have health benefits, such as soothing the throat. There are numerous tea shops here that prepare salted chai, starting the boiling process at 4 a.m., cooking the milk until it becomes creamy, and making the tea strong and mildly salted. Bhopal used to have a poetry culture and youngsters would sit on patiyas (wooden benches), write and share soulful shayaris (poetry), while drinking this salted chai, so this delicacy still lives on today.


In Kashmir, the base is made with green tea and baking soda, which turns the chai pink, while the Parsis created the distinctively creamy Irani Chai (see page 100). In Assam and in most of north eastern India, locals drink lal cha, black tea, without any milk but with ample sugar. The colour of the tea is reddish-brown, hence ‘Lal’ cha, ‘lal’ meaning red. In Sikkim, Ladakh and other parts of Tibet, where the winters can be freezing and harsh, they have a butter chai, made with ghee or yak butter and salt to keep them warm. In addition to the warmth it provides, the addition of salt to this tea helps Tibetans stay hydrated in the cold Himalayan Mountains as the human body loses water roughly twice as fast as it would at sea level at high altitudes above 10,000 feet, making the risk of dehydration high. In The Story of Tea, authors Mary Lou and Robert Heiss describe how a Chinese princess was married to the king of Tibet, opening up tea and other trade between the two countries.


It is worth noting that tea will vary from region to region not only due to the milk content, but also the type of water used. Making tea with hard or more alkaline water will produce a different flavour to tea made with acidic water.


Chaiwalas


So that’s a whistle-stop tour through the styles of tea in different regions. But if you’re not in a tiffin room, dhaba or café, how do you purchase your chai? In India, a ‘wallah’ is someone who makes or sells a certain good, and thus a chai-wallah or chaiwala is someone who makes and sells chai. You’ll find these vendors all over India, from the streets of Mumbai to the deserts of Rajasthan, at train stations, at religious melas (festivals), outside temples, gurudwaras and masjids, by the ghats of the Ganges in Rishikesh and Varanasi – everywhere!


What I love most about having chai on the street is watching the chaiwala make the drink – it really is street theatre. The way he adds the ingredients so quickly your eyes can’t keep up, noticing which spices he uses – does he grate ginger, add a powdered spice mix, or even pound cinnamon sticks, cardamom pods, cloves and black peppercorns in a mortar, or immerse long lemongrass stalks into the chai? Then, watching the brew boil on a large flame, so loud it competes with the cacophony of cars and lorries honking, you might start feeling the heat on your face in the scorching India weather and have to move away a little. As he rhythmically stirs the chai, its colour will swiftly change from a milky brown to a much deeper brown (again this will vary from chaiwala to chaiwala and region to region). He may add more tea leaves if it isn’t as kadak as he likes; when the dancing bubbles start rising to the top of the pan, he may use a sandasi (kitchen pincer) to lift the pan and swirl it around before putting it back on the flame, or if it’s too big to lift, reduce the heat slightly and keep swirling and lifting the chai brew with a long ladle, so adeptly that none of it spills as he lifts the ladle again and again – an orchestra with the chaiwala as conductor. Finally, once the chai is fully boiled – or rather, browned – he will have his own way of pouring the chai into a pot, a flask, a smaller pan or even directly into small cups. Often, chaiwalas will pour the chai into a chaidaan, an aluminium tea kettle that comes in different sizes, from which they then pour it into cups.


[image: A chai tea kettle, featuring a long narrow spout and a large handle.]


‘Garam chai!’ is the most common call of the chaiwala, or even ‘Garam-aa-garam chai!’, which means ‘hottest of the hot teas’, something you will hear bellowed on railway platforms and bus stands all over India as the chaiwala runs up and down the platform carrying chai in a large flask in one hand and a stack of cups in the other, trying to jolt travellers awake from their naps as the train comes to a halt, passing cups of chai through the windows and doors in exchange for coins and small notes. You’ll be able to put your finger on the pulse of a city and feel the rhythm of daily life by stopping at a local chai stand and having a chai.


So . . . is there an authentic way of making chai?


Having made chai in so many different ways and with all types of milks and having tried a whole range of chais from the varieities of chaiwala chais to the modern café chai lattes, I can tell you that there certainly isn’t a best way – or even such a thing as a ‘proper’ chai. The strength of the tea or the strength of the spices, the texture of the chai, the milkiness or richness of the consistency, the sweetness – it’s all a matter of preference, dictated for many by how they grew up drinking chai and therefore what they deem as ‘proper’, and for others by their palate, how much spice they like and whether they love tea. For me, the spices matter the most. I prefer a spicier chai, especially because each spice has such a wealth of health benefits (which we’ll cover in Chai Ingredients, page 50) and I love all things that help my body and make me feel warmer, calmer and better. When I have chai, it’s like a big, deep sigh.


Today, chai is the answer to every problem and every ailment: it helps to oil the wheels of Indian society, and everything from neighbourly gossip and business deals to political discussions and religious rituals happens over a cup of chai. Wherever you are in the world, a refreshing drink is so often the accompaniment when we come together with family, with friends, with passers-by, for conversation and a moment to pause. India is the same, only it’s chai – and it’s literally everywhere you go and at all times of day.
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