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In last year's Jantar Mantar, we looked at how wild “goat grasses” like wheat and rice were developed by farmers over the last 15,000 years, after the last Ice Age was over, into the major food crops that the world grows today. Among the earliest domesticated plants, from 9500 BCE in the Fertile Crescent (spreading from Palestine to Syria to Iraq) we find, along with wheat and barley, lentil (masoor dal), chickpea (chana dal) and peas. 

We find these pulses in the sites of the Harappan civilization in the Indus valley, and also black gram (urad dal) and green gram (moong dals). These are native to the Indian subcontinent, although the origins of moong appear to be from a plant in Mongolia. Where toor dal (pigeon pea) came from was a mystery, until it was found that the South Indian plant Atylosia, which has the same number of chromosomes as toor, can be crossed with it to yield a fertile variety. Toor dal is native to India, the earliest remains are from sites in Odisha 3500 years ago. 

Mixed lentil-rice preparations like khichdi, dosai, adai, papad and vada are also very old. But idlis are first found (made of moong dal!) only in Kannada texts of the 10th century CE. The Buddhist Xuan Zang, who visited from China in the 7th century CE, says that in his time the Indians did not know how to use the steaming process for cooking. One possibility is that cooks from Indonesia (which was then ruled by kings from South India) brought the dish, which is called kedli there. 

What was the cooking done in? At Mohenjodaro, charred sesame seeds (til or gingelly) are found. Sesame is thought to be the oldest oilseed in the world. The crop grows in very hard conditions. The Sanskrit word for oil, taila, is derived from that for sesame, til. At Chanhudaro, mustard seeds (rai) and linseed (also called flax) are found. Dyed fibres of wild flax are found in a prehistoric cave in Georgia dated to 30,000 years ago, which may make it the first domesticated species in history. 

Sesame seeds are found in Sumeria (Iraq), where they are called se-gis-i, which eventually became the English “sesame”. They are dated to the time of the Harappan civilization, suggesting that they may have come from India. So the Swedish botanist Linnaeus was right when he named the sesame plant Sesamum indicum. 

A Greek writer (who would have come to India after Alexander's armies in 327 BCE) says that Indian markets always have plenty of cakes made of sesame seed and honey, which Brahmin priests can take without paying for them. It sounds a bit like til laddoos. The Greeks were astonished at the sheer amount of food available in India, and the fact that two crops could be grown on the same soil in a year. 

Rai is botanically Brassica juncea, with 36 chromosomes. It has now been figured out that it was developed by crossing two plants with 20 and 16 chromosomes. The first of these was again used to develop 20-chromosome varieties Brassica campestris, which includes the plants sarson and toria. The genus Brassica also includes such diverse species as cabbage, cauliflower, knolkhol, turnip, etc. The Punjabi vegetable sarson-da-saag uses many kinds of leaves from the Brassica family. 

Possibly the earliest cooking oil used in South India was from the coconut. The coconut palm is an ancient plant, found as much as four crore years ago. Its origins may be in the Indo-Pacific region, although some researchers suggest South America. It is found throughout the tropics growing in sandy and saline soil. The white fleshy edible part of the coconut is very high in fat content and the oil is extracted from this. In Tamil coconuts are called tenga, sweet fruit from the south. The Sanskrit word narikela comes from niyor, coconut oil, and kola, nut. The word niyor later became nai and in today's Tamil we use ennai for all oils. 

Ghee (nei in Tamil, the Sanskrit word is ghruta, sprinkled) may very well have been used in the Harappan civilization, but we do not have direct evidence for it. We certainly know that the Aryans used it heavily in their sacrifices. The oldest writings in Sanskrit and Tamil have many words for cream, curds, butter and ghee, and we know of cattle pens in the Tamil land around 4000 years ago. 

One of the derogatory words used by the Aryans for the Munda tribes is nishada, which means someone who eats turmeric. From this we know that turmeric (haldi) has been in India from even earlier. Other spices mentioned in old Sanskrit texts are chinchapala (the word tamarind comes from the Arabic “tamar hind” or Indian date, but it is indigenous to Sudan), injivera (ginger, native to India) and numbaka (lemon). The earliest lemons are known from South India, north Myanmar (Burma) and China, but we do not know where they are originally from. We also find long pepper (from the Malayalam word pippali), round black pepper, asafoetida (hing), cumin seeds (jeera, which is earliest found in Syria), cloves (from the Maluku islands in Indonesia) and many kinds of vinegar. 

Meat dishes cooked with spices are called kari in Tamil, for example, pulingari refers to meat in a sour sauce made with tamarind. This gave rise to the English word “curry”. 

The Tamilians as well as the Aryans were fond of eating meat. For example, in the Ramayana we find the description of a feast: 

“...Large pieces of meat roasted on spits; meats cooked as curries and sauces made of tamarind and pomegranate; young buffalo calves roasted with ghee; the same fried in ghee, seasoned with acids, rock-salt and fragrant leaves; haunches of venison (deer) boiled in different way with spices and mangoes; shoulders and rounds of animals dressed in ghee, sprinkled with sea-salt and powdered black pepper, garnished with radishes, pomegranate, lemon, fragrant herbs, asafoetida and ginger.”

Around 150 AD a Chola ruler's feast has something like today's kababs: 

“...Soft-boiled legs of sheep fed on sweet grass, and hot meat in large chops, cooked on points of spits...”

In contrast, the Buddhist pilgrim Fa Xian who came from China to visit the Buddha's birthplace Lumbini in the 5th century CE, writes: 

“No one kills any living thing, nor drinks wine, nor eats onion or garlic ... In this country they do not keep pigs or fowls, there are no dealings with cattle, no butchers' shops or distilleries in their market-places.”

This may not be accurate, but from Fa Xian's account we see that all these activities were perhaps carried out only outside the city gates. Another visitor, Yijing in the 7th century CE, describes a meal for Buddhist monks at Nalanda: 

“At a meal, monks were first served two pieces of ginger with some salt, next came boiled rice on which was poured a thin extract of beans and hot ghee; these were mixed with the fingers, after which cakes, fruits, ghee and sugar were served. Toothpicks were provided after the meal, followed by pure water for rinsing their mouths and sometimes a perfumed paste with which to cleanse their hands. The beverages that accompanied the meal were cold or warm water, whey, buttermilk, or fermented and sour rice-gruel. Betel leaves with fragrant spices were served at the end...” 

In the 6th century BCE, Vardhaman Mahavira (approximately 599-527 BCE, called Arukan in Tamil, and Gnataputra by the Buddhists) preached ahimsa (nonviolence) and his followers became very strict vegetarians. A contemporary, Siddhartha Gautama Buddha (approximately 563-486 BCE, called Sakyamuni in Hindu texts) ate meat but was very opposed to killing for sacrifice or hunting animals for food. The rise of these new competitive religions led to the Brahmins also giving up meat and becoming vegetarians. They started using coconuts rather than animals in sacrifice rituals. Even today Gujarat, which has the strongest influence of Jainism, has the largest vegetarian population (about two-thirds) among all states in India. 

The fertility of the soil, the variety of plants developed for grains, pulses, vegetables and spices, the profusion of dishes invented, meant that in the India of even 2500 years ago, a completely vegetarian diet was possible. Whereas in most parts of the world, even 100 years ago, vegetarianism meant eating a few limited kinds of dishes. 

But one should not forget the new tastes which came to us from the rest of the world, for where would Indian cooking today be without the chilli, which comes from Mexico? 
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