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In Jantar Mantar, we have 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. We also looked at the plants which give us dals, oils and spices. Almost 2500 years ago the Jain religion was preached by Mahavira. It influenced the Hindu Brahmins into giving up meat and becoming vegetarians. This was made possible by the fertility of the soil, the variety of plants developed and the profusion of dishes invented.

We should not imagine that all Indians were vegetarians.Abu al-Rayhan Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Biruni, an Uzbek scholar, was taken to Ghazni by Mahmud, the raider prince. An imaginary rendition of Al Biruni on a 1973 Soviet post stamp is shown in the picture. Mahmud took al-Biruni to India on one of his raids and he spent many years in the north of India (perhaps from 1017 to 1030 CE), and later wrote a famous book of travels called the Kitab tarikh al-Hind. He may even have learnt some Sanskrit.

In his book Al-Biruni says that the rules which do not allow animals to be killed applied only to the Brahmins, because they were the guardians of religion. Other castes did not face this prohibition.

Kings were certainly those who relished meat. At a feast of King Someshvara of Kalyana (in Bidar district of Karnataka) a pig was roasted whole and carved to yield portions called sunthakas, minced liver shaped into balls and strips of bacon marinated in curds and spices.

The early Muslim raiders like Mahmud Ghazni and Muhammad Ghori were interested only in looting, but from the 13th century CE they settled down in north India and began to rule as Sultans. While the ingredients of our cooking did not change much under the Muslim rule, what changed were the styles of cooking, and what changed dramatically were the elaborate table manners for serving meals. 

Here is Al-Biruni writing (long before the Delhi Sultanate):

The Hindus eat singly, one by one, on a long tablecloth made of dung. The earthen plates from which they have eaten are thrown away after the meal. They have red teeth on account of eating areca nuts (supari) with betel leaves (paan) and lime. They drink wine before eating anything. 

They sip the stall (urine) of cows but do not eat their meat. 

Al-Biruni was sympathetic to the prevalent practice of not eating beef. He pointed out the many uses to which cows and oxen were put to.

A later traveller, Abu Abdallah Muhammad ibn Abdallah i-Lawati t-Tangi ibn Batuta, came to India all the way from Morocco, and lived here from 1335 to 1345 CE while the sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq was ruling. Tughlaq made him a qazi (judge), but he says it was possible to enforce Islamic law only in Delhi, the capital of the sultanate. In his book Rihla (travels) is his description of one of the sultan's dinners:

The qazis (judges), khatibs (orators), shorfa (jurists), saiyids and dervishes (saints) sit at the head of the dinner carpet. Then come the Sultan's relatives, then the amirs (noblemen) and then the rest of the people. Everyone sits at his appointed place, there is no confusion among them. The cup-bearers come holding in their hands gold and silver and copper and glass vessels filled with sherbet, which they drink before the dinner. As they drink the chamberlains call out “Bismillah”, then the eating begins. Every one has a set of dishes before him from which he eats alone, no one shares his plate with another. When they finish eating the fuqqa (a sherbet based on barley water) is served and as soon as the people take it, the chamberlains call out “Bismillah”. Then are brought trays full of betel leaves and pounded spices (paan), everyone is served with 15 paan tied with a red silk thread. As soon as the people take the paan the chamberlains call out “Bismillah”. Then the whole gathering gets up, the amir (noble) supervising the feast bows to them, and they bow too.

This was the “public” dinner where a hundred people might be invited. Even at the “private” dinner where the Sultan himself ate, there would be about 20 people. If the king wanted to honour a particular guest, he would place some naan or roti on a plate and give it to the person. The recipient would hold the plate in his left hand and would bow with his right hand touching the ground. 

Although the dinner was very sumptuous it was meant for the guests. The king might not eat everything. The Mughal emperor Abulfath Jalaluddin Muhammad Akbar (16th century CE) was nearly a vegetarian since he did not like meat. Almost 40 courses might be served in the meal but the emperor might only eat half a dozen. Akbar had a passion for growing fruits, especially mangoes.

Akbar's son Salim Nuruddin Jahangir (17th century CE), on the other hand, was always curious to try anything new. He ate the meat of mountain goat, wild ass, antelope, whatever was brought to his table. On the days he did not eat meat (Fridays) his favourite food was lazizan, a Gujarati khichdi with pista, raisins and spices. He also liked falooda, a rich drink made from boiled wheat strainings mixed with fruit juices and cream. The picture shows Akbar welcoming his son Salim from the Akbarnama.

This was very far from what the poor Muslim would eat at home: naan with kheema (minced mutton), or rice with onions seem to have been the main meals. Hindu cooks used onions very sparingly, the popularity of the onion in Indian cooking dates back to the Muslims. Hindu meals either had fried puris or bhaturas with vegetables, or they might have had rice and dal, or  just khichdi. Very poor Hindus might eat boiled rice with a little green ginger for taste. 

Some people wrongly believe that pulao is an invention of the Muslims, in fact, it is found in Sanskrit texts. The Ramayana says that Sita's favourite food was pulao with deer meat. But the biryani comes from Muslim cuisine, here the meat is cooked until it almost disintegrates and becomes part of the rice. The Muslims also refined the practice of eating meat cooked on spits over an open fire (again described in the Ramayana) into the making of delicate kababs and mince cutlets. 
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