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Introduction

When you gaze at the map of the world, and stroke your chin a bit, many questions may arise in your mind. One that comes to my mind quite often is, how is it that for many of us in the city, walking from home to the metro station seems like an ordeal, while people living hundreds of years ago made no fuss about walking alongside their camels for days or riding upon horseback for weeks or sailing for months just to get things like buttons and pepper? Another question that arises is, how did countries learn about each other? How did India become such an important part of global trade routes? 

Humans have always been wanting the next best thing. Have fire-starting stones? Want matchsticks. Have cycle? Want motorbike. Have pencil? Want pen. Have mango? Want peach. Have gold? Want rubies. And that is how trade began. Over time, as each region of the world discovered its own resources, so did the lure for goods that were not available. Imagine if you were a farmer and grew only cabbages – would you survive on just cabbage? The least you would need to make it a palatable dish is a pinch of salt, a shake of pepper and a twist of lemon. What if your region had no lemons? 



And so, brave traders went from one country to another, trading gold for pepper, maybe apples for oranges, paper for silver and so on. Travelling Treasures: 100 Incredible Tales of How Things Came to India tells the stories of how ordinary things made extraordinary journeys from across the world to reach India. In Travelling Treasures 2.0, it’s India’s turn to travel as we discover how things went out into the world, either directly from or through India before the creation of the democratic republic of India on 15 August 1947. 

The entries in this book are based on their origin; or the origin of their importance; or their domestication; or their trade in India. But what is India? If India’s borders were drawn only in 1947 (a bit of unfinished business there), and if the name ‘India’ and ‘Bharat’ were enshrined in our Constitution only in 1949, what was the boundary of India before that? The subcontinent was actually a group of kingdoms with no single ruler or ruling government. There were no official boundaries for India as a whole. Different people referred to this land differently. In the Rig Veda (more about that when you get to V for Vedas), the river after which India gets its name is called Sindhu. Most people understood India or Bharatavarsha loosely as the region ‘south of the Sindhu River, stretching up to Cape Comorin (now Kanniyakumari) and between the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal’. Our neighbours in the west pronounced Sindhu as Hindu in Persian and Arabic. The Greeks made it Indus, dropping the ‘H’. In Old English, influenced by the French, it became Ynde or Inde. And from that, the people of Inde began to be called Indian. And the land came to be called India in the Western world.

History is an ever-evolving field. What is taken as fact today may not be true when an archaeologist digs up a new bone – or rather, a very ancient bone that changes the existing fact. Historians do tons of work before arriving at any conclusion. And yet, different historians come to different conclusions. Did Kautilya, alias Chanakya, exist? Did he really create the Arthashastra? You see, there is no direct evidence of his existence, and yet we believe he existed because of narratives coming from four different sources. 



India gave the world diamonds (actually, the art of mining diamonds), ivory, pepper and badminton. While these are precious, what are even more valuable are the philosophies, ideas, art and literature that originated in the Indian subcontinent. For example, practices like yoga and concepts such as ahimsa have travelled far beyond their origins, becoming part of everyday global vocabulary and lifestyle. 

India is an extraordinary country – you already know that! Much of our ancient knowledge about the sciences, literature and philosophy has been lost forever. But what remains is still a stupendous gift from the past to us. Now, that gift is in your hands, to use and to share with the world. Just like how the treasures from around the world make our life richer, the treasures from India have and can continue to make the world a better place. 

Now it’s time to start the journey. You can read from the beginning or from anywhere in the book. But if you do plan to start with A, do keep a pinch of salt handy!




 Tigers and Tell-Tale Signs

History is a huge and labouriously made patchwork of data collected from different sources. Books written by travellers make up most of these patches. Strabo, the Greek geographer and author of the 17-book set called Geographica, wrote about the Roman king Augustus (who reigned between 27 BCE–14 CE) and how he improved trade with the East (that includes India). The number of ships sailing to India increased from 20 to over 120 vessels during that time. From India, spices, fabrics, precious stones and exotic animals, like tigers, were taken to be sold to the rich in the Mediterranean world. Golden coins minted in Brundisium (Brindisi, in southern Italy), dated 27 BCE, were found in Pudukkottai, Tamil Nadu. (How did the coins reach there? Another story for another time, maybe.) Historians have found evidence of India’s traders doing business as early as the 7th millennium BCE (that’s at least 8,000 years ago). Indian merchants were travelling from India with goods that could be traded for gems called lapis in Afghanistan which were then taken to Syria. We know all this from the tell-tale signs left by the people of those times in the form of inscriptions, coins, objects, art and architecture. 










Amla

According to Hindu mythology, the amla berry grew on the first tree that came up when Brahma, the creator god, was meditating. His tears of devotion rolled down to the ground, giving birth to the amla tree. Science tells us that most gooseberries belong to one of three basic varieties, the European Ribes uva-crispa, the North American Ribes hirtellum or the Indian Phyllanthus emblica (also, Emblica officinalis). Most people would agree that amla, as the Indian gooseberry is called, is a ‘super berry’.

How super? One amla has more vitamin C than three oranges or sixteen bananas! (We’re not talking here about Phyllanthus acidus, the smaller and sweeter gooseberry, that grows in clusters which could have come to India from Madagascar.) Phyllanthus emblica is a small tree that grows all over India. It is native to India and many other parts of South Asia. It can grow even in wastelands. The sour berry is an excellent antioxidant. Antioxidants are molecules that fight free radicals – you could think of them as the naughty molecules that float around and cause diseases. Amla is one of the primary ingredients in the Ayurvedic preparation called chyawanprash, made with at least 50 ingredients.



That the berry was considered precious is highlighted even in literature. According to a verse in the Sanskrit text Ashokavadana, when the Mauryan emperor Ashoka renounced his kingdom in around 260 bce, his final gift to the Buddhist sangha was half an amalaka, or amla. When Avvaiyar, a renowned Tamil poetess, was a guest of Adhiyaman Neduman Anji, the king of the South Indian kingdom, he presented her with many things, including a rare kind of gooseberry. He was such a great patron of the Tamil language that he believed the amla would keep the poetess, and therefore the language, healthy for a long time. 

The Persian writer Al-Biruni, knowledgeable in many subjects including mathematics, science and astronomy, learnt about the health benefits of amla during his thirteen-year stay in India. He wrote about it in his book on medicine, Kitab al-Saydanah fi al-Tibb. Amla’s fame thus spread to Persia and beyond. 

India is the largest producer of amla. The berry in its many forms and its extracts are exported to many countries. Amla is not only used in traditional medicines, but also made into morabba, pickles, jams and mouth fresheners. While the Indian gooseberry is not too familiar outside the country, there are people all over the world who enjoy these treats. 

By the way, the town called Amla in Madhya Pradesh was named after… no, not the amla, but the aam or mango. (Please do not get into an argument with people who think the place got its name as a backronym created by the British for AMunition LAnd!) 







Arabic Numerals 

Are numbers and numerals the same? A number is an abstract idea of quantity. The answer to ‘How many chocolates did you eat today?’ is a number. Numeral is the symbol you use to represent that answer, say 3. So, 3 is a numeral. You could also answer with three claps of your hands, or hold up three fingers. Which, of course, are not numerals.

Numbers and counting have been part of human evolution for at least 40,000 years. People kept score in many ways, including making marks on cave walls and sticks. One of the oldest mathematical artefacts in the world is the Lebombo bone, a piece of a baboon’s fibula with 29 distinctive markings. It is believed to have been used as a tally stick and could be anywhere from 36,000 to 42,000 years old! People used their fingers and other body parts to count numbers. They did not have symbols to represent each of the numbers they knew. So, while the history of numbers is pre-historic really, the history of numerals is quite recent by comparison. 

Researchers have found over a hundred different systems of writing numbers in the past 5,000 years. The earliest clear notations to represent numbers, maybe 5,000–6,000 years ago, are from Mesopotamia. Roman numerals were invented somewhere in the first millennium bce. But this system had no sign for zero. Also, it was pretty difficult to do mathematical operations, though the ancient world did an astonishing number of calculations. 

It was only between the 1st and 4th centuries ce that Indian mathematicians worked on a system of numbers that is the direct ancestor of the system of numerals we use across the world today. These were written down in Brahmi script in the 3rd century in present-day Bihar. In parallel, Aryabhata, in his book Aryabhatiya described a system where each consonant of the Sanskrit alphabet represented a different number. By 600 ce, Indians were using numerals to represent 1 to 9. By 625 ce, the concept of ‘nothing’ or shunya came to be. It was used as a placeholder in the base-10 system. Indian astronomer Brahmagupta was the first to meditate on the nature of shunya, probably sitting on a hill in Mount Abu, his native place. He came up with its properties, giving it the status of the tenth numeral. (More about zero, the mathematical hero, on page 199.)

The Arabs soaked in Indian theories, improved and corrected ancient Greek texts, and added their own to discover many mathematical truths. The Arabs improved the Brahmi Indian numerals, and the modern numerals were born. They called it Hindu numerals. Even before this, Syrian priest Severus Sebokht wrote with great admiration about ‘the nine signs’ of the Indians. A brilliant mathematician called Muhammad ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi wrote The Book on Addition and Subtraction After the Method of the Indians, which was translated into Latin in the 12th century. This was an important introduction of the numerals to Europe. It wasn’t taken too seriously, though. Earlier too, in Albelda, Spain, a monk called Vigila had written about the talent of Indians for devising the nine figures. 

Meanwhile, Leonardo of Pisa, the Italian mathematician born in 1170, learnt Arabic, learnt the systems of numerals and, in 1202, wrote the book Liber Abaci. Known by the name Fibonacci (you’ll know why if you turn to page 75), he popularized the Arabian numerals in Europe. Leonardo wrote about his introduction to a wonderful kind of teaching that used the nine figures of the Indians. He mentioned that with the sign 0, which the Arabs call ‘al-sifr’ any number could be written.

While the Romans were reluctant to accept a system from the Arabian world, they eventually saw the beauty and practicality of using these numerals. After the invention of the printing press in around 1440, mathematical symbols and numerals were standardized. Hindu–Arabic or Indo–Arabic numerals, born in India and improved by the Arabians, had become the common language of the world. 
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Astronomy

Astrology and astronomy are often used interchangeably. Both are the study of celestial objects. It was only in the medieval times that they were recognized as two different fields of study. Astronomy was based on mathematical theories and precise measurements, while astrology was the study of first observing and then interpreting the magical elements to make predictions for humans. Astrology worked on the principle that what was above would affect what is below. The two fields are linked because both rely on observing celestial patterns. Humans must have started observing astronomical cycles very early in their evolution. Who wouldn’t have noticed the movement of the sun every day, or the moon’s phases over a month.

Astronomy was well-known in the Vedic times in India. Astronomical information helped farmers in planning the cycles of sowing and reaping. It was also used to prepare for Vedic rituals. Throughout history and almost till the 17th century, astrology was studied across Eurasia. 

The earliest documented literature about astronomy, however, is available only from around circa 1180 bce when the teachings of sage Lagadha were compiled as the Vedanga Jyotisa. Greek astronomical knowledge started entering India in the 4th century bce, during the time of Alexander. Varāhamihira, an astronomer of Ujjain in present-day Madhya Pradesh, discovered many astronomical calculations around 505 ce. He studied principles of Roman, Egyptian and Greek astronomical sciences, learning from all directions. Aryabhata (476 ce–550 ce), in his book Aryabhatiya, wrote about the cause of day and night, and the methods of determining the positions of planets. While he did not propose the heliocentric model of the solar system, he did provide the mathematical proof that the Earth was a spinning sphere in space. This is the first step towards the heliocentric theory, proposed more than 1,000 years before the Polish polymath Nicolaus Copernicus did! The great astronomer Aryabhata was followed by Bhaskara in the 7th century ce, and Lalla in the 8th century ce. 

From 250 bce to 1200 ce, India’s ideas, arts and knowledge kept spreading on both sides of the subcontinent. Ideas about celestial objects moved eastwards to the court of Empress Wu Zetian (624 ce–705 ce), the first and only woman ruler of a Chinese kingdom, from Nalanda, Kanchipuram and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). Muslim scientists recognized the importance of Brahmagupta’s Sanskrit text about astronomy, Brahmasphutasiddhanta, which he wrote when he was just 30 years old. Later, in his sixties, he wrote another manual on Indian astronomy. At some point, the two books may have become one. The scholars in the Middle East heard about this work. Arab philosopher, mathematician and astronomer Muhammad al-Fazārī (746 ce–806 ce) translated the book into Arabic, which became popular as The Great Sindhind. This translation led to many other discoveries in mathematics and astronomy. In Toledo, in 11th-century Spain, it was also translated into Latin and Hebrew. In the 10th–11th centuries, another famous Arab, Al-Biruni made the distinction between astrology and astronomy, and carried forward the science of Indo–Islamic origin. 

The importance of learning different languages becomes clear when one reads about people like Michael Scot (1175 ce–1232 ce) who translated Indo–Islamic work from Arabic to Latin and helped take the learnings to Christian Europe. If you have a flair for languages, you should definitely aim to be a polyglot. 

Today, India continues to observe, study and discover the magic of astronomy. In 2025, Indian scientists at the National Centre for Radio Astrophysics of the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research (NCRA-TIFR) in Pune discovered a massive galaxy that was formed when the universe as we know it was just – just? – 1.5 billion years old. They named it Alaknanda, after the Himalayan river. 


[image: img]

Astronomy Quiz

1. What’s a quake on the moon called?

2. What possible astronomical structure was found in Dholavira, a Harappan site in Gujarat?

3. Which Indian scholar was the first to propose that Earth rotated on its axis?

[image: img]

Answers: 1. Moonquake 2. A celestial observatory 3. Aryabhata 







Ayurveda 

When you have a cough, you’ve probably been told to pluck a few leaves of tulsi and chew on it. Or maybe, someone in your family boiled a few leaves of tulsi in water, added some honey to it and gave you the decoction to drink. What a relief! Where do you think the recipe for this genius cough syrup came from? From Ayurveda, of course. 

Ayurveda literally means ‘the knowledge of life’ in Old Sanskrit. ‘Ayur’ means life and ‘veda’ means knowledge. Ayurveda is a system of healthcare that is based on the belief that prakriti (the natural constituents of the body) and dosha (the various forces of life) are interconnected. In Ayurveda, it is believed that humans are made up of five elements – earth, water, fire, air and ether. Each of us has a different proportion of these elements, giving us one of three broad types of constitutions called vata, pitta and kapha. An imbalance in one part of the body affects another. This causes illness. By understanding our bodies and learning what type of dosha we have, Ayurveda prescribes a way of life that not only prevents disease but also helps to fight illness. More than medicines it is nutrition, lifestyle and natural treatment that keeps us healthy.



Ayurveda is an ancient system, and no one knows who came up with it first. According to mythology, it was Brahma, the god of creation, who first came up with the system. Did Brahma reveal it to Dhanvantari, the god of health? Or did Brahma reveal it to his son Daksha Prajapati who passed it on to sun god Surya’s sons, the Asvini brothers? While there are varying answers to such questions, the first mention of Ayurveda is in the Atharvaveda, which was created somewhere in the 2nd millennium bce. That is, roughly 3,000 years ago! 

First, Sage Agnivesha is believed to have created an encyclopaedia on Ayurveda called Agnivesha Samhita. Years later, Sage Charaka edited it, and it came to be called Charaka Samhita. In the 4th century ce, Dridhabala, an ayurvedic scholar in the Kashmir region reconstructed many lost chapters. This was the text that physicians in India referred to. The other important document is the Sushruta Samhita, in which the physician Sushruta describes 121 different surgical instruments. He practised in the ancient city of Kashi (now Varanasi) around 600 bce, and earned the title ‘Father of Surgery’. The oldest surviving palm-leaf manuscript of this work, written in the Kutila script, is preserved at the Kaiser Library in Kathmandu, Nepal. 

Though most cultures in Asia had their own systems of medicine, Ayurveda influenced many of them including those of Tibet, Central Asia, China, Southeast Asia and the Middle East. The Arabic translation of the Sushruta Samhita was commissioned by the Kaliph Al-Mansur in the 7th century. Called Kelale-Shawshoore-al-Hindi, this translation was later translated into Latin. The gathering of international scholars at the ancient Nalanda University helped to spread the knowledge about the Ayurvedic system of healthcare to many places. 

In the 16th and 17th centuries, Portuguese and Dutch physicians introduced many elements of Ayurveda’s standards to European medical knowledge. The cross-pollination of knowledge also enriched Ayurveda. In 1822, the British rulers in India set up the Native Medical Institution in Calcutta (now Kolkata) to train young Indians in both Western and indigenous medical systems. A few years later, the Institution also encouraged the teaching of Ayurveda in Sanskrit colleges and of Unani medicine in madrasas. But by 1835, with a new head who favoured Western medicine, the Native Medical Institution was closed, and the Ayurveda and Unani medical education was stopped. The Ayurvedic medicines were categorized using European standards, and instead of herbs, the prescriptions mentioned the chemicals associated with them. All these factors led to the decline of Ayurveda and the growth of Western medicine.

After India’s Independence, Ayurveda began to flourish again. Today, Ayurveda has followers all over the world. In the United States of America, for instance, Ayurveda has been found to be one of the most popular alternative medical systems recognized by the US National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH), formerly the NCCAM. People who follow Ayurveda do it to maintain a balance between the body, mind and spirit. Ayurveda is not just about medicines but a ‘way of living’. Stay active, rest enough, eat a balanced meal, show gratitude for the food you eat and listen to your body. That is what Ayurveda suggests. So, it is good news that as per the 2026–27 Union budget, India plans to open more Ayurvedic institutes to strengthen education, clinical services and research. It also aims to have more international collaborations to promote traditional medicine, including Sowa Rigpa. What’s that? An Indo-Tibetan medical system that grew out of Ayurveda!
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Badminton 

In 2023, Satwiksairaj Rankireddy recorded the fastest smash on a badminton court with his shuttle recording a speed of 565 km/hour. In comparison, the highest speed of a Formula 1 car at that time was less than 400 km/hr!

But wait, first let’s do a fast rewind and find out how the game of badminton was born. A version of the game is believed to have been played in ancient India, Greece and China over 2,000 years ago. The Chinese called their game, ti zian ji, and it involved keeping the shuttlecock in the air by kicking it. No racket? Then we can’t call it badminton, can we? In medieval Europe (that’s roughly 5th century ce to 15th century ce), children played a game called battledore and shuttlecock, and in the 17th century, there was a similar game called jeu de volant. All these involved feathers stuck to a piece of cork. 

It was in the 19th century during the British rule in India that shuttlecock really took on its modern ways. The British officers working here started playing the game during their leisure hours. The soldiers stationed in Poona (now Pune) added some rules that included having a net. They started calling the game Poonah. In southern India, the same game used to be played with a woollen ball instead of a shuttle. So, the game now had two variants, one for normal weather with the shuttlecock, and the other for wet and windy weather with the woollen ball. When the officers returned to England, they continued to play the game with its new rules. In 1873, the Duke of Beaufort threw a party in his estate in Gloucestershire, in the village of Badminton. His estate was called Badminton House. When he introduced the game formally to his guests, he called it badminton. The name stuck, and the game was set. 

The game caught on, and the Bath Badminton Club was set up in 1877. The Badminton Association of India was formed in 1934. Badminton was introduced as an Olympic game in 1992. Indian shuttlers have done us proud, starting with Prakash Padukone who was the first Indian to make it to the top 10 in the world. P.V. Sindhu was India’s first world champion, and her two Olympic medals are lovely feathers in her cap. 

Speaking of feathers, the shuttlecock has a curious legend behind its existence. According to this popular myth, in the olden days when people used feathers to write with, they needed a place to park them, and a piece of cork would serve the purpose. Soon, like naughty people do, the cork pen-stand with its stuck feathers, was being flung around, and they made a game of whacking it from here to there using paddles and boards. There is no proof of this origin, though. 

Now, while a lot of plastic shuttlecocks are in use, professionals still use shuttlecocks made with high-quality cork and duck or goose feathers of the same size and shape. In fact, all sixteen feathers are taken from the same side of the wing, because feathers of the right wing can make the shuttlecock swing in a different way from the feathers of the left wing. And if both right wing and left wing feathers are used in the same shuttle, the flight and spin of the shuttlecock would not be ideal. 

There’s nothing like a game of badminton to keep one fit since it involves running, diving, stretching, hitting, jumping and bending. Point taken? 
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