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E D I T O R I A L
India is a land of diversity. It
presents endless varieties of
cultural patterns. Each state has
its own identity, cultural beliefs
and festivals. India has rightly
been described as a Mini World,
an ethnological museum that is
fierce in its beliefs and proud of
its unique way of life.

diverse flavours from across
the globe. This amalgam of
different ethnic influences has
been artistically narrated in the
Cuisine section.
Read about Gulzar, one of
India’s finest film-makers and
lyricists. His oeuvre is steeped
in a poetic sensibility, marked
by a lyricism rare in the world of
Hindi cinema. An excerpt from
the brilliant autobiography
of Ruskin Bond highlights
the glorious part of his life
when he lost his restlessness
and settled down in the hills
of Mussoorie, surrounded
by generous trees, mist and
sunshine.

The current issue of Namasté
brings out this diversity of Indian
culture. From talking about the
impact of Mughal architecture on
contemporary Indian buildings
in Agra to feature the cleanest
village of Asia in Meghalaya, it
brings out the cultural ethos of
our country.
The Mughal period has been
synonymous with outburst of
cultural activity in the fields of
architecture, painting, music
and literature. This influence can
be seen in the contemporary
architecture of India and
ITC Mughal Agra is the best
example of this influence as
mentioned in the article on Mughal architecture. In our History section,
get a glimpse of the Herbert Baker and Edwin Lutyen’s Delhi through
the photos of Dhruva N. Chaudhuri, a renowned photojournalist
of India.

Reducing, reusing, recycling
and disposing responsibly
have been the mantra for
saving
the
planet
for
decades. Explore Mawlynnong
Village, located in the East Khasi
Hills of Meghalaya, which is a
community based eco-tourism
initiative. The luxury traveller of today is not comfortable with excess and
opulence but finds solace in responsible, ethical and wisely consumption.
Vir Sanghvi shares the same vision in his article when he throws light
on the ITC Hotels’ philosophy of ‘Responsible Luxury’.

Visitors to ITC Maurya, New Delhi, often pause at the evocative
sculpture of Emperor Ashoka that stands at Nandiya Gardens. An
article on Sculptor Meera Mukherjee describes the way her sculptures
communicate the artist’s vision to all who see them.

Envisaged as a tribute to the glory of India, ITC Grand Bharat is the
mosaic of luxury experiences. A detailed article on the grandeur
of the ITC legacy sums up the theme of diversity as portrayed in
this issue.

In our Heritage section, discover how a favoured craftsman of all the
royal families of Rajasthan has been preserving heritage of Bandhej
since decades. The fascinating palette of Indian cuisine is a blend of

Namaste
Enriching experience,
India’s hospitality.
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constructed through the use of
calligraphy and geometry. The
Mughals used very finely carved
designs and often added pietra
dura inlay work, using marble and
semi-precious stones.
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Our contributors
Dhruva N Chaudhuri

Ruskin Bond

Vir Sanghvi

A renowned photo
journalist, he has
worked with leading
dailies of India. He
is well-known for
his knowledge of
architecture and
understanding of
nature.

He is an award winning
Indian author of
British descent, much
renowned for his role
in promoting children’s
literature in India. He
was awarded the 'Padma
Shri' in 1999 and 'Padma
Bhushan' in 2014.

A writer, editor and TV host,
Vir is the best known Indian
journalist of his generation.
He has won many awards
during his career for both TV
and print and was declared 'A
Global Leader of Tomorrow'
by the World Economic
Forum at Davos in 1993.
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Dr Geeti Sen

Salma Husain

Dr Navina Jafa

She is an author, art
historian and former
chief editor at India
International Centre, New
Delhi. Her seven major
books include her recent
essays on India's iconic
artists, Your History gets
in the Way of My Memory.

A renowned food historian,
consultant and a Persian
scholar, she has worked
with the Star Celebrity Chef
Gary Rhodes from London
for a British television serial
and also with South Korean
television for their series
on Indian food.

A public academician on
Heritage Interpretation,
classical dancer and specialist
in Development and Culture,
she is the Vice President of
Centre for New Perspectives
which works on traditional
knowledge skills and
sustainable development.
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Incline

Corporate Talk
Creating a signature look with some of the best corporate accessories

Paul Smith Black Leather
Billfold Wallet with MultiColoured interior
Black billfold wallet with
an embossed pattern is
inspired by the awardwinning cast iron façade
of London’s flagship Paul
Smith shop at Albemarle
Street.

Hugo Boss Gift box ‘Set
tie + pocketsquare’
The set includes a tie in
fine, woven pattern and
a pocket square with an
all-over pattern and
plain edge.

Louis Vuitton Dandy MM
The Dandy Briefcase is for the
modern businessman looking
for an elegant and distinctive
business bag.

Kenneth Cole Reversible Leather
Gunmetal Plaque Grey Dress Belt
The reversible leather belt
comes with a Gunmetal plaque
buckle and is a perfect pick for a
corporate meeting.
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Givenchy Card Holder
This black leather card holder
with metallic red GIVENCHY
PARIS star has four card slots
with metal press-stud closure.

BE SUITED BESP KE (n)
- Sunil & Sushain Mital

120, F.F
AMBIENCE MALL
GURGAON
(0124)4029205/06

WWW.THEDARZIGROUP.COM

A-6
RAJOURI GARDEN
NEW DELHI
(011)25150894/25160894

Incline

Fragrant Foot Forward
Some of the best perfumes one need to know about for 2018

Hermès 24, Faubourg
Eau de toilette
A novel written by
Maurice Roucel in 1995,
24 Faubourg is an
invitation to travel, with
the sun as a destination.
The Classic collection
bears witness to the
encounters between
the house of Hermès
and fragrance.

Bleu de Chanel
Eau De Toilette
Spray
The fragrance is a
mix of citrus and
woods, with the
right hint of spice. It
smells fresh, clean
and masculine.

Issey Miyake L’Eau D’Issey Pure Nectar
The scent is inspired by the moment
a petal blooms into a flower. The
fragrance hits the skin as a fresh and
light aroma.

Bvlgari Splendida
Magnolia Sensuel
The new perfume
deals with the theme of
magnolia flower as one
of the shortest-lived
flowers that brings an
intensive aroma. The
floral heart of magnolia
is enriched with white
flowers of jasmine and
orange blossom.
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Dior Sauvage Eau de
Toilette Cologne for
Men
One of the most
popular men’s
cologne picks for
the year, Sauvage is
powerful and noble
with a genius mix of
all things blue sky,
rugged mountains
and soft grass.

Incline

Pen Perfect

A sneak peek into the world of writing instrument

03
01

02

05
04

01. Aurora Diamante Fountain Pen: The pen by Italian manufacturer has around 2,000 diamonds encrusted all over its body and comes
with a gold nib. Only one Diamante pen is created each year. 02. Caran d’Ache 1010 Diamonds Limited Edition Fountain Pen: The
luxurious pen by Switzerland based manufacturer is made of white gold. The limited edition fountain pen is encrusted with 850 diamonds
and the 26 lines on the cap are studded with 22 baguette-cut diamonds. 03. Visconti HRH Limited Edition Forbidden City Fountain Pen:
It is made of black resin and features an innovative filling system called the Power Filler. The pen boasts gold and diamonds in the body.
04. Chopard L.U.C 1860 Fountain Pen: The exclusive interpretation of a classic writing instrument exudes a heritage feel, with its textured
‘ruche’ pattern engraved along the barrel and the resplendent gleam of its polished cap and matching trim. 05. Mont Blanc Limited Edition
Mystery Masterpiece: The German Giant, Mont Blanc collaborated with Van Cleef & Arpels to create a writing instrument to celebrate its
centenary. The pen is studded with 840 diamonds and also gives an option to its clients to add emeralds, rubies or sapphires.
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Incline

Gems Hub
Upcoming trends in jewellery to spruce up every woman’s style

02

01
03

05

04

01. Botega Veneta Brown Cubic Zirconia Silver Necklace: The necklace is studded with brilliant-cut cubic zirconia stones. Each stone
has been skillfully hand-enamelled to create colourful reflections; 02. Coup D’eclat De Cartier Ring: The ring in 18K white gold is set with
87 brilliant-cut diamonds; 03. Bvlgari Serpenti: The earrings in 18k white gold are are set with full pavé diamonds; 04. Tiffany Square
Bracelet: Graphic angles and clean lines blend to create the beautiful clarity of the Tiffany T collection. In the bracelet, dazzling diamonds
illuminate this timeless design; 05. Swarovski Look Alike Bracelet: Strike a note of ageless elegance in this sumptuous bracelet, which
sparkles with a mix of geometric crystals and pavé in clear and silvery shades.
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Incline

A Gentleman’s World
Upcoming trends in cufflinks for the well-dressed man

02

01

03

04
05

01. Montegrappa Teatro Cufflinks in 18k Solid Gold; 02. Tateossian Mechanical Skeleton Movement cufflinks: The skeleton
movement is the exposed insides of a watch, showing the inner movement to its fullest; 03. Cartier Trinity Cufflinks - In 18k solid
yellow, pink and white gold, the cufflinks honour Cartier’s long-standing tradition of creating fine objects 04. Mont Blanc Tribute
to Shakespeare Cufflinks - Inspired by the Writers Edition of William Shakespeare; 05. Deakin & Francis Sun & Planet Gear
Cufflinks: Twist and turn the outer rim of these edgy little cufflinks and watch as the cogs smoothly rotate and turn. Each cog has
been wire cut to ensure a perfectly smooth interlocking function.
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Footprints

Plants for Removing Indoor Toxins
Read about some common indoor plants that provide a valuable weapon in
the fight against rising levels of indoor air pollution.

SPIDER PLANT

GERBERA DAISY

HEDERA HELIX

GERBERA JAMESONII

BENZENE

SNAKE PLANT
SANSEVIERIA
TRIFASCIATA ‘LAURENTII’

FORMALDEHYDE

DRACANEA

XYLENE & TOLUENE

DRACAENA MARGINATA

AMMONIA
TRICHLOROETHYLENE
BEST AT REMOVING
POLLUTANT
NOTABLY EASY TO CARE FOR
PET FRIENDLY

ENGLISH IVY
HEDERA HELIX

PEACE LILY

GARDEN MUM

LILYTURF

CHRYSANTHEMUM MORIFOLIUM

LIRIOPE SPICATA
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Source: Zenith Nutrition

SPATHIPHYLLUM
‘MAUNA LOA’

The Originals/Architecture
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Poetic Metaphor

The Mughal

Agra - Past & Present

The expanding metaphoric idea of the ‘Mughal’ has been
communicated through the legacy of the built heritage by
a powerful empire to define royalty, style and luxury. The
essay maps the manner in which the metaphor is recreated
through contemporary design and technology in ITC Mughal
Agra, merging time past with time present.
Words : Dr Navina Jafa
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The Originals/Architecture

The architecture of ITC Mughal Agra is a reflection of Mughal splendour

T

he Mughal buildings of Agra,
including Fatehpur Sikri and
Sikandra, create a fascinating
theatre of a Metaphor ‘The Idea
of the Mughal’. Something which
brings to the vision a sense of immense
power,
splendour,
magnificence;
uplifting the soul to something that is
larger than life and monumental.

The 17th century Mughal Agra was one
about which travellers such as Johann
Albrecht Mandelslo proclaimed that it
was even larger in size than the glorious
Persian capital Isfahan of which it is
said – Isfahan nesf-e-jahan-ast (Isfhan
is half the world). In ethos, Agra was a
major city of the Great Mughals as much
as it was a regional centre for the British

AGA KHAN AWARD
“In recognition of the search for consistency with historical context, with rooms around a
cluster of garden courts, the hotel is distinguished by the integration of outer with inner space,
use of landscaping and water, and the use of local material, technology and labour.”
(Citation: Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 1400H/AD, 1980.
Architect: Ramesh Khosla)

The Aga Khan Award for Architecture is given every three years to projects that set new standards of excellence in
architecture, planning practices, historic preservation and landscape architecture.
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colonial administration. Corridors
of trade evolved on waterways along
Yamuna or Jaun/Jamna as the river was
known and on land trade routes. This
economic vibrancy made Agra a great
cosmopolitan centre and representation
of power, displayed in its built cultural
heritage which, in turn, lent itself to
the creation of the idea of the ‘Mughal’.
A critical aspect of this was the
expansion of the empire’s connectivity
through trade and movement of a
variety of people that was reflected in
the aesthetical techniques and ideas.
The connectivity to various parts of
the world was such that, for instance,
the European decorative technique
of pietra dura floral inlay work in the
various Mughal buildings of Agra
can also be seen in Michelangelo’s

chapel in the church of San Lorenzo
in Florence and its inherent entity
captures an opulent romance promised
in heaven to believers.
Extensive use of red sandstone and
white marble as building material,
techniques of decor, along with sheer
scale and grandness in the design
define wealth, power and the idea of
an empire that successfully created a
sense of permanence, grandness and
stateliness as evident in the rising
walls, gigantic gates and bastions in
the Mughal buildings and recreated
in design of the ITC Mughal in Agra.
Both the past and present definition
of design called ‘Mughal’ co-exist
defiantly juxtaposed amidst the chaos
of the present day city.

Extensive use of red sandstone in Mughal buildings created a sense of permanence and grandeur
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External embellishment of the tomb of Itmad-ud-Daulah, father of Noor Jahan

T

he lavishness in décor expands
on the metaphor of the ‘Mughal’
as the ultimate symbol of
consummate luxury. This is seen, for
instance, in the inner entry in Sikandra
where the idea of power is highlighted
through a contrast in the tomb of Akbar.
The affluence manifested in gold and
intricately painted entry chamber
precedes the inner chamber that houses
the sarcophagus of the Emperor and
the passage of which is through a stark
tunnel. This reverberation of power
in the central chamber is reflected
in contrasting palpable emptiness
and stillness. A similar technique is
morphed in contemporary design of
the ITC Mughal where power and
strength of empty spaces are organised

in contrast with reflected décor in the
reception area to create an exotica.
Such ornamental schema along
with painstaking decorative details
highlight and communicate in the
Mughal buildings the simultaneous
sense of paradise and power and
can be an experience among other
buildings in the internal and external
embellishment of the tomb of Itmadud-Daulah, father of Noor Jahan, one
of the most well-known and powerful
women of the Mughal Empire.
The notion of ‘Mughal’ royalty and
perfection is evoked in the paradisiacal
symbolism elaborated in the design of
gardens and waterworks. The Mughal
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Power and strength of empty spaces are organised in contrast with reflected décor at the reception of ITC Mughal in Agra.
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Reflection is an integral and aesthetical factor in the visual
narrative of Mughal architecture. Design, hence, strategises the
view and experience of water bodies.
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Left and Above: Landscaped gardens, buildings and water bodies represent the grandiose of Mughal
architecture.

buildings in Agra encapsulate the
historical trajectory of the Timurid
Gardens of Herat, along with the
Persian designs, where the main
building assumes the central focus
and is surrounded by symmetrical
landscaping, where gardens are
divided into numerical of four (char).
Fruiting and flowering trees in reality
or through sculptural and decorative
displays (both in inlays and reliefs),
or by giving names to spaces such as
Anguri Bagh (Agra Fort) functions
to transmit the fullness and happiness
in paradise, so inherent to the concept
of the Mughal architecture. Such
landscaped gardens, buildings and
water bodies in the contemporary
scheme of ITC Mughal Agra represent
the paradisiacal symbolism and
the guests in the hotel can relive a
grandiose lifestyle of the past as a lived
reality in the present.
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R

ef lection is an integral and
aesthetical factor in the
visual narrative of Mughal
architecture.
Design,
hence,
strategises the view and experience
of water bodies. Ref lected Mughal
buildings not only bring out the
concept of revelation but also acts as
a humble submission where ref lections
incorporate movement in the water
that results in distortion and conveys
imperfection of otherwise perfect
buildings. This is as true for the
Taj Mahal whose beauty attains an
imperfection in its ref lection both in
front in the artificial water body, and
at the back in the Yamuna River.
This romantic repletion is balanced
through the element of controlled
symmetry in design as manifested in
architecture. This uniformity is clearly
visible in the arrangements of archways,

The Originals/Architecture

The element of controlled symmetry in design is visible in the arrangements of pillared walkways of ITC Mughal Agra

The lavishness in décor expands on the metaphor of the
‘Mughal’ as the ultimate symbol of consummate luxury.
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pillared walkways, plants in gardens
which bring out themes of convergence
and visual balance and inspire bold
lines in contemporary design of ITC
Mughal Agra.

Among all the architectural structures
of ‘gazing’, perhaps the most poignant
is the Musamman or the Shah Burj in
the Agra Fort which served as a vantage
point for Emperor Shahjahan who is
said to spent his last days gazing at the
Taj Mahal recalling the idea of romance
with nostalgia, and that core substance
perhaps is what the modern designer
attempted to make an audience relive as
they enter the environment of the spa in
the ITC Mughal Agra.

The twin metaphors of the kingship of
the ‘Mughal’ where on the one hand
emperors ‘watch’ and ‘gaze’ over the
beauty of the empire and who they
ruled, and on the other hand they
needed to reassert by being seen to
symbolically convey their control, order
and constancy. Both these functions
are manifested in the manner light is
injected in the architectural designs,
such as the use of white marble or
the jalis or perforated screens. The
other design element to serve the
function of the ‘gaze’ is the jharokhas
or overhanging balcony (window to
the world).

To assert through the architecture in
Agra, Fatehpur Sikri and Sikandra the idea of the Mughal as a metaphor
whose objective was to establish a sense
of powered permanence reflected in
the affirmation of global luxury and
is conceivably achieved through a
contemporary lens of design in ITC
Mughal Agra.
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History

Delhi: A journey into time
32
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Rashtrapati
Bhawan dome
has a simple
monumental
character
derived from
early Indian
architecture.

N
Ever wondered how New Delhi came into being? Here is a first hand
account by Dhurva N Chaudhuri who had his first look of the
capital city of India in June 1942 and has watched it grow in the last
seven decades, from a quiet garden city into a giant metropolis.
33
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ew Delhi has an architectural
history of great human, political
and artistic interest. But very little
attention is paid to it. One of the
reasons for this lack of interest could
have been because of the existence of the
older Indo-Islamic monuments. Viceroy
Hardinge and King George V were in
favour of an Indian style of architecture
for all important buildings such as the
Viceroy’s house and the Secretariats.
On the other hand, the two principal
architects, Sir Edwin Landseer Lutyens
and Sir Herbert Baker, went overboard
to create an imperial style of architecture
in all the three important buildings on
Raisina Hill. Baker overwhelmed with
the prospect of working with Luytens,
wrote, “The new capital of India must
not be Indian, nor English, nor Roman,
but it must be Imperial.” According to
Lutyens, the entire street planning of
New Delhi—with its generous right-ofway, roundabouts and tree plantation—
was done with a view to encourage
future high-density development.

History

During 1962, the entire arcade of Connaught Place was replete with many elegant shops and four cinema houses.

C

onnaught Place, designed by
the architect RT Russell, was an
impressive shopping arcade built
for the elite of New Delhi with colonial
inclinations and taste. Even the four
cinema houses with their distinctive
English names of Odean, Plaza,
Regal and Rivoli served as important
landmarks around that impressive
shopping arcade. Till the late fifties,
those cinema houses of New Delhi
usually showed English films from
Hollywood.
I was sent often to that shopping area
mainly for three things required for
entertaining my father’s colleagues and
friends. These were the wonderful cakes
and pasteries from the Swiss pastry
shop of Wenger’s; smoked ham as well

as strong-smelling cheese such as
Gorgonzola, which my father loved
to inflict upon his Indian guests with
glee, along with some vintage wine.
At times I had also to search for some
elusive flowers such as narcissus and
choose strawberries from hawkers,
who were seen around Connaught
Place for barely a week.
All
establishments
around
Connaught Place had signboards in
quite a low key and there were no
conspicuous boardings or neon signs
visible, except at the four cinema
houses. On a bright day, hundreds
of columns gleaming white all
around that shopping arcade lent an
impressive display of splendour to
Delhi’s unique Connaught Place.
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A traditionally dressed
pot-seller with his
donkeys against the
gleaming arcades of
Connaught Place
in 1953.

Connaught Place was built on a village called Madhopur,
which was once a jagir of the former state of Jaipur.
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History
Tongas tilted
backwards on
their two wheels,
and horses
munching dry
grass under an
alcove of the old
wall near Mori
Gate in 1953.

I

f there was any area, which till the
late forties of the last century could
be described as a distinct British
settlement in Delhi, it was Civil Lines.
Here, most of the residential houses
were very different from those inside
the old city and almost all the buildings
took the form of spacious single-storyed
bungalows with well laid-out gardens.

Village
women
trudging to a
well located
in front of
Lady Shri
Ram College,
Zamrudpur,
in 1963.
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An elephant striding along the modern flyover of Jangpura in 1965

O

nce I got an assignment
from a leading newspaper
in London where I was
asked to photograph the various
aspects
of
post-independent
Delhi. This made me go all over
Delhi starting from those refugee
tenements to the smart houses of
Golf Links and Defence Colony.
One day, while driving my scooter
over a new f lyover above the railway

line near Jangpura, I came across an
elephant striding along that modern
f lyover. It was a subject that could
just not be missed and as I took out
my camera, an ambassador car drove
up the f lyover. In that moment, I
could capture a rare combination of
transport, old and new. The resulting
picture was immediately selected as
the lead picture on Indian scenes after
Independence and on New Delhi.
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History

A rainy day
at Minto
Bridge, near
Connaught
Place, 1956

The roads and avenues were lined with many
varieties of trees that had been chosen with care
by Lutyens and his team.
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Dominion Column and North Block, Secretariat, present a clear synthesis of Indian and Renaissance features.

E

dwin
Landseer
Lutyens
believed in order and was a
worshipper of Newton and
Wren. He thought that there was a
connection between the mathematical
laws of one and laws of architectural
proportion of the other.
Lutyen’s love for mathematical order in
architecture and civic design was obvious
even when viewed from an aeroplane.
The overall layout of New Delhi had a
hexagonal system made up of triangles
and many of the important buildings
such as Parliament House were located
at the intersections of these triangles.
Also, every important building of New
Delhi, or even an old landmark such as
Safdarjung’s Tomb, had one or more
roads aligned in this triangular design

to provide an interesting vista at the end
of a tree-lined avenue.
The roads and avenues were lined
with many varieties of trees that had
been chosen with care by Lutyens
and his team. Lutyens wanted the
biggest Indian trees for the Central
Vista and the jamun trees were given
preference over tamarind. All roads as
well as roundabouts were planted with
different varieties of trees for creating a
characteristic appearence for every road,
roundabout or avenue. For example,
Queensway was planted with arjuna;
neem trees were preferred on Prithviraj
Road and Aurangzeb Road. While
amaltas provided colour for Windsor
Palace, many chukrasia trees grew very
well at Mandi House.

(Images & text credit: Delhi Light, Shades, Shadows and New Delhi Down the Decades,
Published by Niyogi Books)
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Art

A monumental image of King Ashoka outside the Nandiya Gardens at ITC Maurya in Delhi.
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Icons made human

Meera Mukherjee
Images by Meera Mukherjee are unique; they stand isolated and apart from
the explorations by modern sculptors who were her contemporaries. Unlike
the avant -garde experiments by Piloo Pochkanawala, Dhanraj Bhagat and Adi
Davierwalla in 1960s who imbibed the abstraction of western modernism, she
dared to return to casting bronze by cire perdue, the ‘lost wax’ process used
in India from the second millennium BC.
Words : Dr Geeti Sen

I

n the remote regions of Bastar,
Meera had learnt the archaic
method from adivasi imagemakers, transforming the icons
with her modern sensibility.
The difference was that dhokra
images cast in bell metal by the
Marias from Bastar were six
to twelve inches in size – her
bronzes rose to monumental
heights of six to eleven to finally
fourteen feet.

it rose to a height of six feet, silhouetted
against the afternoon light. Vertical
striations on the torso and limbs added
a sense of energy flowing through the
body. It was archaic in its rhythms! The
gesture of the arm against the head
reminded me of the effortless grace of
the tiny dancer from Mohenjodaro,
made more than 4,000 years ago. Her
hand rests on her hip as with dancers
pausing between dance movements.
Both images, ancient and ‘modern’
possessed a raw irrepressible vitality.

I recall seeing her first life-size image
framed in the doorway that opened to
her little balcony. Dark and brooding,

Casting this image in 1966, Meera
gave it an elusive title. She explained
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Image courtesy: Akar Prakar Gallery, Kolkata

Art

A primitive tall tree as a witness to the whole mystery of creation

With a small stipend from the Archeological Survey of India,
Meera had spent two years in Bastar learning from humble
artisans, for whom she nurtured great respect
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Image courtesy: Akar Prakar Gallery, Kolkata

her moment of inspiration for ‘He Who
Saw’. When passing through the forests
of Bastar she was attracted to a tall
primitive structure. She realised that it
was a log god which is an object of great
reverence among the Marias. “That
crystallised in my mind as a sculpture.
In my vision I saw that primitive tall
tree as a witness to the whole mystery
of creation which had unfolded before
its presence…” she once recalled. This
work is, to my knowledge, the first
large work modelled and cast in the
folk technique.

it was fired. When molten hot metal
was poured over, the wax melted away.
Instead, the liquid bronze took the place
and shape of the ‘lost wax’. This process
is called dholai, and can be dangerous.
Finally Meera would weld together the
limbs and head of the figure, firing
them in ancient kilns near Kolkata in
the village of Narendrapur. Then the
patina was added, giving the bronze a
green tint.
With a small stipend from the
Archeological Survey of India, Meera
had spent two years in Bastar learning
from humble artisans, for whom she
nurtured great respect. She absorbed
from them a world view: of living
in symbiosis with nature; and of
striving beyond individual desire and
aspirations. The Muria and Maria
figures are often grouped together on
circular ground, in harmony with the

T

he lost wax process was so
laborious that I wondered why
she persisted! She would prepare
the sketch first; then mould the image
in wax, with the wonder of a child
working with plasticine. Two coats of
clay were built around the wax, with
holes created to release the wax when
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Art

Mauryan Emperor Ashoka at the moment of his victory in the battlefield
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ABOUT MEERA MUKHERJEE
Meera Mukherjee (1923–1998) was an Indian sculptor and writer, known for bringing modernity to the ancient
Bengali sculpting art. She is known to have used innovative bronze casting techniques, improving the Dhokra
method employing Lost-wax casting, which she learnt during her training days of the Bastar sculpting tradition of
Chhattisgarh. She received the fourth highest civilian award of the Padma Shri from the Government of India in
1992 for her contributions to Arts.
Meera Mukherjee draws her inspiration from the common man. Ordinary people doing everyday things find a
manifestation in her art. Fishermen, weavers, women stitching - they have all been subjects for her work.

earth and celebrating the seasons with
festivals. Her Group Orchestration
is Meera’s tribute to their spirit. In a
ground, one feet square musicians strain
their lithe bodies in the open air, tuned
into the greater universe. Above them
rises the canopy of the heavens with
many moons and stars in astral harmony!
Meera understood their ecstasy as she
herself was a singer. She nurtured her
voice, and her imagination. That sense
of wonder never left her.

Image courtesy: Akar Prakar Gallery, Kolkata

In Bengal, the rainbow spanning the
skies is called Ram Dhonu, visualised
as the giant invincible bow lifted only
by Ram, the warrior king and god
incarnate. Creating her own legend,
Meera reinvented the hero as an Archer
striding across earth with his mighty
bow. The dhokra horse which had first
inspired her was transformed 10 years
later into a Flying Horse – she said
she had seen her flying through the
sky. Sculpted into exquisite form with
just one piece of bronze apart from the
legs, the mare is splayed out with her
shanks curved like the contours of a
woman’s body.
Central to her work was the belief in the
creative process as cosmic energy. As far
as I know, Meera rarely made religious
icons. She would say, “My work is my
religion!” Two exceptions were her
icons of the Cosmic Dancer in 1982
and the Seated Buddha in 1997. Shiva
as Nataraja, lord of dance, is whirling
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Art

In her search, Meera had discovered that the Muria tribals used to
cast images not of gods but of men, recalled for their heroic deeds
of protecting people and often at risk of their own lives.

through the cosmos. The third eye
glows upon the forehead as a reminder
of his terrifying energy, his divinity.
But his hands do not hold the drum
of creation or the fire of destruction.
Snakes coil and uncoil along his arms,
his mane of hair has spun out, his
mandala is twisted out of shape. Three
legs are introduced instead of two,
to balance the image. She puts aside
traditional icons to create this image
of fury and ecstasy of the god. She
had declared:
“… as the creative artist builds an
image, his eye and mind tell him at
times to be his own guide. He may
then make inspired departures from
what are known as infallible rules, to
create an image uniquely his own.”
Also unique to Meera’s philosophy
was her essential humanism—the
way by which her iconic images were
transformed into mortal humans. In
her search, Meera had discovered
that the Muria tribals used to cast
images not of gods but of men, recalled
for their heroic deeds of protecting
people and often at risk of their own
lives. This changed her approach;
her figures, in turn, were archetypal
heroes of the everyday in Bengal: the
boatman, the archer, the kiteseller,
the baul, blind musicians, even the
housewife threshing rice in the spirit of
daily work. Now in the collection of
the National Gallery of Modern Art,
the woman strides with heroic purpose
rising life size to five feet.
The Cable Workers was her tribute
to labour, to workers who remained

anonymous and yet devoted their lives
to building the metro system that now
links the city of Kolkata. A man and
a woman rise to a height of 13 feet,
lifting above their heads the cables
that link them to construction, to ease
the life of millions. More imaginative
is her image of the protest movement
by students at the College of Art in
Kolkata. Titled Andolan, little figures
are seated on the branches of a tree that
rises like a flame of fury.

T

hese figures stand like so
many milestones along her
voyage of discovery. The
image of Ashoka stood 11 feet tall
in the courtyard below her f lat on
Poddurpukur Road. The idea had
evolved and was sketched by her
on a tiny matchbox. It portrays the
Mauryan Emperor at the moment
of his victory in the battlefield at
Kalinga. It is truly a monumental
image, towering above us outside the
iconic hotel lobby of ITC Maurya in
Delhi. It registers that moment of
Ashoka’s realisation that the battle
has caused terrible bloodshed. His
powerful right arm still grips the
sword but his left arm has gone limp
on seeing the aftermath of war. His
head is tilted, looking beyond with
a vision to transform himself, at the
moment of his conversion to pacifism.
Towards the end of her life and in the
last 15 years when she was past 60,
Meera travelled several times to the
Himalayas. She was seized with an
idea and she was searching for proof.
She travelled through Ladakh, Lahaul
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and Spiti, and occasionally sent me a
postcard. Her drawings remain a proof
of her travels.
In her last years, Meera came
to her Buddha, aspiring to his
enlightenment. It was fired and
completed after she had passed from
this earth. She knew it was to be her
last image. When we met she had
told me that she was terribly tired,
after weeks of working on this image
in 64 parts. “But the head is done!
When the head is done, my work
is done!”
Her giant Buddha in bronze now sits
on a hill encircled by the Himalayas,
looking at Mount Kanchenjunga.
Many of the tea-pickers of this estate
of Badamtam are Buddhist; they
pass by and pay homage, bringing
offerings to a deity—a deity who is as
much human as he is a god. He is not
emaciated after 40 days of meditation
but robustly alive! His eyes are not
closed in mediation but radiant with
realisation. Seated between heaven
and earth, he rejoices in his victory.
Energy courses down his limbs as
his right arm reaches down to pay
homage to Mother Earth, calling her
to witness that he has overcome his
temptations.
As it was with Ashoka, so it is with
the Buddha: Meera depicts her hero
at the moment of his transformation.
It is typical of her that when she
created her Buddha she chose to
depict him as a “God-like being, but
so very human!”

Image courtesy: Your History Gets In The Way Of My Memory : Essays On Indian Artists by Dr. Geeti Sen

Giant Buddha in bronze sits on a hill encircled by the Himalayas, looking at Mount Kanchenjunga
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Heritage

Colours of Desert
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The land that entices travellers from around the world with its tales of romance
and royalty is also a region steeped in colour and heritage. And this is quite a
paradox for Rajasthan, considering a major part of the state is a desert.

Images used are for representation purpose only

Words : Aarti Kapur Singh
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Heritage

R

ajasthan is most popular
as the region for the best
Bandhani
(tie-and-dye).
And one person could be
single-handedly responsible
for marking his dots on the world
map and not just the fabric he dyes,
Padmashri Mohammad Tayeb
Khan, who is credited with having
the who’s who of not just Rajasthan
and India, but also the world as his
clientele. If Elizabeth Hurley and
Heidi Klum picked up bales of his
sarees, Naomi Campbell almost
ditched her Hermes scarves for his
dupattas and Sting bought a host of
scarves and kurtas from him. Tayeb
Khan is responsible for some of the
sartorial choices of the international
jet-set. He is as much a treasure
of Jodhpur as the spectacularly
beautiful Mehrangarh Fort. Yet, he
is unassuming and grounded.

For this tall and rugged Pathan,
who has starred in a Hindi movie
once alongside Arun Govil, the pull
of tradition—and his marvelous
spin-doctoring of it—proved more
lucrative. So when he talks, you are
transported to a land where colour
and craft reign supreme.
Bandhej is the oldest form of tie &
dye art which began about 5,000
years ago. According to Bana Bhatt’s
Harshcharitra, the first bandhani
saree was worn in a royal wedding
many centuries ago.
The term bandhani comes from
the Sanskrit word ‘Bandha’ which
means ‘to tie’. “This is why bandhani
is said to be synonymous with the
‘tying’ of good fortunes to your
life. It has been believed from the
time of my ancestors that saree
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made from bandhani art form could
bring good fortune to the bride who
wears it,” elaborates Tayeb Khan.
It is fascinating to see how a bandhani
form of art is created. The fabric (mostly
cotton, silk or chiffon) on which
the pattern is to be made is washed
off all starch. It is then marked by
plucking the cloth with the fingernails
into many tiny bindings that form a
figurative design. It features patterns
like dots, stripes, waves or squares
formed by first tying small portions of
the fabric at intervals with continuous
thread to form interesting patterns, and
then dyeing it. This process is used to
make sarees, chundaris, odhnis, safas,
turbans, rumals or any other fabric.
The tying is usually done by women
(whose fingers are more nimble and
dexterous to pick and pinch the fabric),
and the dyeing by men.

T

he wide variety of this art form
was evolved over the centuries
because of its close links with the
religious and social customs of different
people. Princess Diya Kumari of Jaipur
reveals how different patterns done on
bandhani held different significance.
“Unmarried men mostly favour lines and
stripes or lehriya. Their garments mostly
have bud patterns, and not of blossomed
flowers. Similarly, the garments dyed
for men mostly had masculine symbols
or patterns associated with battle – such
as horses, elephants, camels, arrowheads
and so on.” Like sarees, bandhani turbans
too are of much significance. Men
of various communities in Rajasthan
and Gujarat have been following the
tradition of wearing different patterns of
bandhani turbans from ages.
“Mohammad Tayeb Khan and before
him, his father Hassan have produced
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In Rajasthan
and Gujarat,
traditional
turban is worn as
a sign of status
and dignity in
the society.

Heritage
dyeing hold deep meaning, so do
the colours. In Rajasthan, a day’s
work at any dyer’s workshop always
begins with either green or saffron
- the colours of prosperity and as
an obeisance to Goddess Saraswati.
Traditionally, only two colours are
used at a time. The main colours that
dominate the craft of bandhani are
yellow, red, pink, green and black.
Mohammad Tayeb Khan, the Royal Rangrez

the finest leheriya in the city, and
dare I say, the world. They have been
custodians of a craft tradition that is
part of the identity of Rajputana and
Mewar. I don’t remember any family
function or puja or special occasion
happening without the colour they add
to our celebrations,” says Maharaja Gaj
Singh II of Jodhpur, adding, “I have
had to assign someone to introduce him
to our guests from abroad who came
for an event, but went bananas over
a turban I had worn for a ceremonial
puja. The turban was made by Tayeb.”

T

ayeb Khan insists that the
sensitivity of the dyers to
these customs and traditions
is what made them popular with the
masses. “I have been approached by
several designers—both national and
international—to work for them. But
I will never do that. Because massproduction may make me richer
materially, but it will not give me the
creative and emotional satisfaction
of being really involved in the lives of
people who buy my work. I know the
importance of a marriage in a family.
I know what it means when a family
welcomes their first child. These
emotions definitely affect the patterns
and colours on my dupattas, sarees or
safas. I can tell you what patterns I
chose for the birth of Jaipur’s prince. I
remember each dot and the colours that
decorated Yuvraj Shivraj Singh ji’s safa
when he got married.”
Just as the patterns of Bandhani

“For women, red represents a bride or
recently married girl, a yellow coloured
background says that a lady has become
a mother recently. Also, the colours,
as well as the patterns on the fabric,
indicate the community the women
belongs to. Farming communities
mostly favour leaves or tikunthis
(circular or geometrical patterns
in groups of three). Royals prefer
peacocks, lotuses and so on,” reveals
Tayeb Khan. “My father designed a
special elephant motif for Maharaj Gaj
Singh ji when he was a child. That is
a design we have never replicated for
anyone else.”
Maroon is another colour that is an
all-time favourite of artisans involved
in the art. But Tayeb Khan unveils the
secret, “Maroon is never used to start
the dyeing process. In fact, after all the
colours have been used to dye a piece
of cloth, the remainder of the water
from all the vats is mixed into a large
vat – and this colour is mostly maroon,”
he says.

A

s if colouring the desert in
hues of the rainbow wasn’t
enough, Tayeb Khan has made
several innovations in the way he ties
and dyes fabric. Known for their vivid
hues pitched against soft pastels, his
craft stands out against the backdrop
of the desert city of Jodhpur. The
shaded and ombre leheriya that he has
developed (and mastered) will leave you
spellbound. This is seemingly a simple
process where the fabric is first dyed in
fading shades of colours and then rope
tied and dyed. The result, when the
gossamer shaded chiffon with leheriya
stripes is draped on a woman’s curves, is
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ANCIENT ART FORM
Bandhani is a type of tie and dye
textile decorated by plucking the cloth
with the fingernails into many tiny
bindings that form a figurative design.
Tie and dye has existed from the
time of the Indus Valley Civilisation
- as early as 4000 BC. The mordant
dyeing equipment found at the
famous Indus site of Mohenjo-daro
suggests this dyeing method could
have been in practice this far back.
An image of the Buddha found on the
wall of Cave 1 at Ajanta dates back to
the 6th century and shows a type of
embellishment on the fabric akin to
Bandhani dots. Over a period of time,
Bandhani travelled to other parts of
India and found its most famous home
in Gujarat and Rajasthan.

simply sensuous. In a Tayeb Khan
leheriya, it is difficult to point out
the exact line where one colour
finishes and the other starts.
The other avant garde thing that
he did was to use colours hitherto
never used for bandhani. Earlier,
bandhani was mostly done in
bright colours that stood out in the
arid sun of the desert, the softness
of the chiffon covering the face
from its scorch. But Tayeb offers
soft pastels colours too to appease
his buyers from all over the
world. Most of them demand his
signature featherweight leheriyas
in pastel shades, the patterns not

running through the entire fabric
but placed unusually.
“Heritage is not about how much
you have learnt. It is about how it
can be made more appealing to the
new generations without disturbing
its essence. That is how culture
survives, if it grows and expands
with the time and changing world,”
says Tayeb Khan, philosophically.
He is taking forward the legacy of
tie-and-dye, handed over to him
by his father. His work is a classic
example of sustainable fashion.
“We use only natural dyes and
colours, no harmful chemicals,”
he informs.
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If there’s one thing you want
to buy from Jodhpur, make it a
Tayeb sari. He doesn’t sell from a
store, by choice. You have to know
someone who knows him and can
invite him (which is practically
the whole city). This fuels his
status as a local legend. Awarded
the Padma Shri in 2001, Tayeb
is no less a celebrity than his
clientele — whether it’s Princess
Shivranjani of Jodhpur, Princess
Diya Kumari of Jaipur or even
Prince Charles of Wales. He is
happy to serve you tea and local
delights as you glance through
his collection of sarees, safas and
dupattas in wide eyed wonder.

Cuisine

Culinary Chronicles
Indian cuisine is considered one of the world’s most diverse cuisines.
Extensive immigration and intermingling of cultures through many
millennia has introduced many dietary and cultural influences.
Words : Salma Husain

I

ndians have absorbed foods,
spices and vegetables from all
over the world throughout our
history, to give rise to one of
the richest and sophisticated
culinary traditions in the
world. A look at the world map
will prove this point with great
authenticity.

FOREIGN INFLUENCES ON
INDIAN CUISINE
Our first taste of foreign flavour was
in the times of antiquity. Trade with
Greeks, Romans and Egyptians gave
us many of the important herbs and
spices without which we cannot think
of consuming Indian food.

A

lexander invaded India in 350
BC and since then northern
and eastern parts of the country
displayed Greek influence in Indian
food. Greece has gifted the Indian

subcontinent with an assortment of
ingredients for cooking such as olive
and lemon. The Greeks are also known
to introduce several spices, garlic and
other herbs such as oregano, basil,
mint and thyme. They contributed to
Indian cooking with vegetables such as
eggplant and zucchini.

left a heavy influence on the cuisine
of this state. Both these influences
might explain why food in this region
is so different from the neighbouring
Tamilian cuisine. Syrian Christian
dishes from Kerala are richly flavoured
and specialise in fish, seafood, duck,
lamb and chicken dishes.

Fenugreek seeds and fennel are the
two prominent spices, contributed by
the Greeks, that have added flavour
to Indian cuisine. Thus, Indian
food gradually evolved in flavours
from subtle to robust, in textures
from smooth to crunchy, fresh and
nutritious.

The Arab traders from Yemen took away
the spices and left behind their cuisine,
which is now a part of Kerala Muslim
cuisine and is called ‘moplah cuisine’.
The Kubbah (or Kubba meaning ‘ball’
in Arabic), a dish of bulghur, onions,
spices and ground meat that originated
in Baghdad became popular in Cochin
(now Kochi) around the 17th century.

The Arab world made a lasting stamp
on Indian food soon after the rise
and expansion of Islam. Syrian Arab
Christians fleeing persecution at the
hands of the Muslim caliph took refuge
under the king of Kerala. They also
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The cooking practices of Kerala
Muslims owe much to the Yemeni
Arab traders. The dishes are now a
fascinating part of Indian cuisine.
Consider alissa, a wholesome wheat and
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meat porridge, hand-rolled wafer-thin
ari pathiri (rice bread), or muttamala
served over pinnanathappam, (delicate
thin strings of egg yolks cooked
in sugar syrup served over steamcooked cardamom-scented egg white
pudding). Mandi, a dish of consisting
rice, spices and chicken or lamb, is
cooked in an oven in the ground made
with clay bricks. Wood coals are placed
on top to ensure that steam doesn’t
escape and gives the dish a smoky
flavour. It is an extraordinarily popular
item in Malabar even now. Mandi is

DID YOU KNOW?
Moga tribe, slaves of the
Portuguese, learnt quickly the
culinary arts of their masters.
They made small discs of salted
smoked Bandel cheese and sold
in Kolkata’s New Market.
Abul Fazl in Ain-i-Akbari
mentioned that Akbar had a
separate division for making
breads where different kinds of
breads were presented to the
royals such as khasa, sheermal,
baqarkhani, tandoori and
roomali roti.

said to be a corruption of the Arabic
word ‘nada’, which means ‘dew’. The
name is an allusion to the tenderness
of the meat.
Over 2,000 years after they sailed to
Southern India, the legacy of these
peaceful traders of West Asia continues
to live on in the cuisine of Malabar.
The expansion of Islam sent many more
refugees to India, and they all brought
their food with them. After Syrian
Christians and Arab traders arrived

in India, Persian and Zoroastrians
followed. This gave rise to Parsi
cuisine which is now an integral part
of Indian cuisine. Then there were
Hindu refugees from Afghanistan.
They brought with them their unique
culinary habits and with the passage of
time, these were absorbed in the local
cuisines of India.
The advent of Muslim in India between
10th and 11th centuries resulted in a great
fusion of culinary traditions. With
Mesopotamian, Persian and Middle
Eastern cuisines, culinary art reached
the peak of sophistication under the
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Mughals. They have left behind not
only The Taj Mahal and Red Fort, but
also a legacy of food, which remains
alive even now after centuries. The
central Asian and Persian influence is
evident in the recipes listed in Ain-iAkbari written by Abul Fazl.
Muslims brought a refined and
courtly etiquette of both group and
individual dining and revolutionised
simple Indian food. Each of the
Muslim rulers offered something
or the other to make Indian food a

potpourri of spice, taste and flavour.
Babur brought his grilled meats along
with different varieties of fruits and
nuts from Central Asia, Humayun
introduced lranian flavours of sweet
and sour, use of nuts and saffron.
Rice-based pilaus, bhartas and stewed
meat called kharosh, later took the
shape of Qourma in India. Cart loads
of almonds, pistachios, walnuts,
dried apricots, plums and raisins were
imported to Hindustan along the
new roads that were constructed to
facilitate trade throughout Northern
India, Central Asia and Persia. These
included meat and rice, dressed meat,

stuffed items called dolmas and
sambosa, halwas and sherbets. Raitas
with fruits and vegetables, meats with
fruits and cream, dates, nuts, and
fresh fruits, made Indian food exotic
and rich. Wheat was mixed with meat
and dishes like haleem and harisa
were prepared. These eventually gave
way to the modern quorma, do-piyaza,
qalyas, and varieties of kebabs with a
regional touch and biryani.
The art of making kebabs came from
Turkey with the Mughuls and were

developed into an excellent variety
of lamb, chicken, fish and vegetables
kebabs by the expert Indian cooks.
Today, each region of India has a
different kebab of its own.

T

he book Ain-i-Akbari (1590)
describes preparation of Kulfi in
Emperor Akbar’s royal kitchen.
Similarly, Persian manuscripts on
food of Jehangir and Shahjahan’s
time mention ‘zard beranj zarda’ and
‘sheer beranj’ kheer of today. The
favourite Indian dessert gulab jamun
originated in the Mediterranean and
Persian region. The original form of

the dessert is called ‘luqmat al qadi’
and made of dough balls that are
deep fried, soaked in honey syrup and
sprinkled with sugar. Once it reached
India, the recipe was modified with a
new name gulab jamun. Jalebi, another
popular dessert, arrived with the Arabs
during the Sultanate period. Halwas of
different kinds added a variety to the
index of Indian sweets.
One of Babur’s main disappointments
with India was that there were no
good fruits. He made efforts to

cultivate sweet grapes, melons and
apricots in Hindustan. Akbar as well
as Jehangir planted royal orchards and
employed horticulturists from central
Asia and Persia. Their fondness for
fruits made them take steps to grow
them here. Fruits were eaten stewed
or raw and when preserved in sugar
and nuts, were called Murrabas.
Besides food, the art of cooking on
dum and smoking of the meat was
acquired from them and today it is one
of the most popular ways of cooking
in India. Kashmiri cuisine also had a
notable influence from the Persians
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and Afghans. Cooking of wazwan is
the best example of an age-old heritage.
The imperial kitchen of Shahjahanabad
founded by emperor Shahjahan kept all
these influences alive, traces of which
are found in the by-lanes of Delhi
even today.
Europe had discovered America
and Vasco da Gama had found his
way to India via sea and he came
bearing chilli, potato, tomato, corn,
capsicum, sweet potato, and cashew
nut. With him also came other

meats, pork, beef, bread and vinegar.
The local cuisine and recipes were
transformed, leading to changing
food habits and lifestyle of local
Indians. New dishes were introduced,
like pork vindaloo, prawn balchao
and pork feijodda. The Portuguese
also introduced refined sugar,
while fruits and honey were used
as sweetener, and yeast that would
make bread rise, and was later called
‘double roti’. ‘Batata’ came from the
Portuguese word for potato. And not
to forget, vinegar! Today one cannot
even imagine Indian food without
these Portuguese gifts.

Cuisine

SPREADING FLAVOURS
Spread of vegetarianism in other parts
of Asia is often credited to ancient
Indian Buddhist practices. Indian
cuisine is also enjoyed in the Arab world
because of its similarity and influence
on Arab cuisine. Mchuzi (curry) is a
common dish in East Africa, where it
was introduced by Indian immigrants
during the colonial period. Indian
immigrants also introduced their cuisine
to South Africa during the 19 th century.

Portuguese cuisine has left its mark on
Konkani and Goan cuisines too, with
their use of chilli and vinegar. The
most famous of these is the vindaloo,
which is an Indian mispronunciation
for ‘Vinho de Alho’. It gets its
name from Portuguese words vinho
(wine) and alho (garlic) because
traditionally the dish is made with
red wine, vinegar and garlic. Lizzie
Collingham in her book Curry says
when the Portuguese landed in parts
of India (Cochin, Goa, etc.) where
the locals ate rice, they missed their
crusty bread, and in any case, they
needed bread for Holy Communion.
They could find wheat f lour in Goa
but yeast was hard to come by. So they
started using a few drops of toddy to
ferment the dough and hence created
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the various Goan breads we know
today: the round gutli, the f lat pav,
etc. The European inf luence did not
end with the Portuguese. Though the
Dutch left no significant impact on
Indian cuisine, they, however, were
instrumental in introducing baking
to India.

T

he British crown had a
commercial presence in India
beginning 1612 and established a
trade monopoly by the mid-1700s. This
meant that thousands of Brits lived in
sweltering heat of India, hankering for
the food and beverages back home.
The British infected us with their
taste for tea. With the perfect teagrowing climate of northeast India,

we rapidly joined the ranks of
tea lovers of the world. But we
did change the face of tea with
an assortment of spices such as
ginger, nutmeg, cinnamon, and
clove. The concept of afternoon
tea gave us the custom of tea and
snacks in the evening. The British
also introduced soup and whisky.
We learnt from them how to make
sandwiches, cutlets, croquettes,
sausages, cakes, puddings, jams,
and biscuits. Their inf luence also
gave birth to a new cuisine called
Anglo-Indian cuisine. The British
not only inf luenced what we ate,
they also changed ‘how’ we ate.
For the first time, we used knives
and forks to eat, and a plate instead
of banana leaves. The dining table
replaced the kitchen f loor.
Again, the European influence
did not end with the British. The
French have also left their mark on
Indian hospitality. The word ‘menu’
originally comes from the French
language. They have given the table
set-up to the Indian hospitality
industry, which was not part of
the Indian tradition then. The
French gave India cheese, wine and
champagne as against whisky of the
British.
INFLUENCING FOREIGN
CUISINE
Indian cuisine has absorbed many
inf luences from the cuisine of
its ancient civilisation, invaders,
conquerors and immigrants.
Interestingly, tables have turned
now and all over the world the
inf luence of Indian f lavours
and culture is seen in a big way.
Today, the cuisine is enjoyed
not only among the large Indian
diaspora but also people in North
America, Europe, Australia and
parts of Africa. A survey held
in 2007 revealed that more than
1,200 Indian food products have
been introduced in the United
States since 2000.

B

ritain has a particularly
strong tradition of Indian
cuisine that originates from
the British Raj. There were a few
Indian restaurants in the richer
parts of London that catered for
British officers returning from
their duties in India. The postwar influx of immigrants to the
United Kingdom had a great
impact on national cuisine. The
new communities introduced new
and exotic dishes and ingredients
to British repertoire and national
consciousness. In some instances,
British flavours fused with the
new dishes to produce entirely
new preparations. The colonial
absorption of Indian cuisine into
British culture, however, has deeply
affected the translation of Indian
food abroad. In 2001, Foreign
Secretary, Robin Cook, in his
speech described Chicken Tikka
Masala as a true British national
dish. Even the Western concept of
Indian ‘curry’ - the term is applied
to a multitude of gravy and stewlike dishes - is derived from British
interpretation of Indian cuisine.
Curry powder, a British creation,
is also a blend of Indian spices that
were originally paired together
by colonial cooks. According to
Britain’s Food Standards Agency
(2004), Indian food industry in
the United Kingdom is worth £3.2
billion, and accounts for two-thirds
of people eating out and serves
about 2.5 million British customers
every week.

T

he influence of Indian cuisine
on Malaysian cooking styles
dates back to the 19th century.
Malayan Peninsula with its small
kingdoms and chiefdoms had a long
history of trade with merchants
from India. These traders over
time brought with them Hindu
influences, as customs, rituals and
food of local rulers. However, when
Malaysia gained independence
from the British in 1957, many
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Indians decided to stay on. The
food of these immigrants, who were
now a part of Malaysia, mingled
with the local cuisine.
Chinese food has accepted Indian
influence to a great extent. The
Chinese food served in India is
Indian Chinese food, which is far
from traditional Chinese cuisine.
Similarly, Chinese Bhel, Japani
samosa and schezwan dosa are
interesting Indian and oriental
combinations. Now, items such
as Manchurian gobhi and Masala
chopsuey are common. Similarly
Indian taste has been married to
Italian gastronomic sensibilities;
pasta cooked in makhani sauce,
pizza prepared in a tandoor, with
toppings such as paneer, chicken
tikka and paneer tikka.
Surprisingly, Australia’s multiracial cuisine has among other
things, aboriginal alligator dishes
spiced with Indian masala and emu
smothered with tangy bringal.

M

igration
of
Indian
population has spread
culinary traditions of the
subcontinent throughout the world.
These cuisines are being adapted to
local tastes, and have also impacted
local cuisines.
The labourers from eastern Uttar
Pradesh to Caribbean brought
their food to the islands that were
absorbed as a part of the local
cuisine. The year 1843 saw the first
influx of 36,000 East Indians that
would arrive in Jamaica and whose
influence spread so fast that by the
time the first Jamaican cookbook
was released in 1893, there were
recipes for curry and coconut jelly.
Jamaica’s most famous Curry Goat
became a favoured dish across
the country, embraced by newly
emancipated slaves who were
used to slow-cooking food in an
effort to make it soft and palatable,

Cuisine

DID YOU KNOW?
01
THE WORLD FAMOUS BUKHARA RESTAURANT OF
ITC MAURYA WAS INTRODUCED IN 1978.

02

The name of the restaurant
was inspired by the central
Asian roots of the NorthWest Frontier cuisine. In
central Asia, the cities of
Samarkand and Bukhara,
being the transit points
of diverse culture, had
a repertoire of kebabs
enriched by the many
cultural influences that
shaped the cities. Bukhara
was the preferred choice for
the name of the restaurant.

presents a fantastic amalgamation
03 Bukhara
of Indian and central Asian cuisine that
has remained unchanged and unmatched
since 1978. The romance of the rugged
North-West Frontier comes alive at this
authentic, award winning restaurant,
making it a landmark dining destination
in New Delhi. The restaurant’s stone-clad
walls and rough-hewn furniture evoke the
rustic origins of the cuisine. Bukhara brings
alive the charm of the traditional clay oven
cooking, very much a part of North-West
Frontier cuisine, with its succulent tandoorcooked kebabs, vegetables and breads.
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04

Bukhara has
won innumerable
accolades
over the years,
making it the
only globally
recognised Indian
restaurant and
the preferred
dining destination
of gourmets,
presidents and
heads of state for
over 35 years.

Jamaica’s most famous Curry Goat became a
favoured dish across the country.

whilst they were forced to work on the
plantation all day. Today, curried dishes
grace nearly every Jamaican menu,
using local meats such as goat, chicken
and seafood.

kidney beans), vegetable curry with roti
and chutney. Similarly, Indian workers
who migrated to Mauritius brought
their dishes with them that have greatly
influenced the cuisine of Mauritius and
these influences still linger.

Around 1850, Indians from eastern UP
were taken to work in the sugarcane
plantations of West Indies. They brought
with them their curries, flat breads and
rice. Their culinary expertise was applied
to the local food and the result found
much favour Today, dishes that grace
nearly every West Indian menu include
curried goat, fried dumplings, ackee,
salt fish (cod), fried plantain, ‘jerk’,
steamed cabbage, rice and peas (actually

In short, Indian food has established
an important place on the world
gastronomic map. Master chefs from
all over the world are coming to India
to learn Indian cooking; many schools
of cooking have opened up in India and
abroad to teach Indian food. There is a
great demand for Indian cookery books
as well. All this indeed make us say,
wow ‘Incredible India’.
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“Words are all that I have”

Gulzar

The crisp white kurta that he wears on a pair of white trousers and not
pyjamas adorn his poetic frame; coincidentally the all-white dressing
happens to be his best identifiable style statement.
Words: Shillpi A Singh

S

trands of white hair, neatly combed
in the side parting, on his head are
nothing but wisdom highlights as
he prefers not to dye them because
“colour black is reserved for the
ink I use to pen down my thoughts”.
Twinkle and sparkle hide behind his
spectacled frame perched on his long
nose, glistening in between. His ageless
heart that is younger than the youngest
writer of our time defies the wrinkles
on his visage and a mind that works
overtime “ kyunki fitoor dimag ke
khatam nahin hote”. His mouth that
hides below his neatly trimmed white
moustache, moves to utter a verse or
two in quick interval, before one can
blink an eye, and even then one can’t
miss the words that amuse with wit and
wisdom, and take aboard a beautiful
world of words that belongs to him.
Yes, that’s poet, lyricist, novelist, and
filmmaker Gulzar.

At 83, he is audacious enough to dare
age to do the unthinkable, “ae umr,
agar dum hai to kar de itni si khata,
bachpan toh cheen liya, bachpana
cheen kar bata”.
Though Gulzar reads a lot on a daily
basis that is akin to riyaaz, he writes
only when he is ready to shape his
thoughts. “It is like a pot of water that
has been simmering on the stove for
a while, but only when it reaches a
boiling point that the plate covering
it starts shaking, giving way to the
steam to sneak out in full force. That
is what writing is for me. It is an outlet
to express my pent-up thoughts. But I
don’t write daily,” he says.
Having authored umpteen books
with short stories being his favourite
form, Two, his debut novel in English
examines the status of refugees after
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the partition, while Footprints on
Zero Line brings together a collection
of his finest writings—fiction, nonfiction and poems—on the subject;
the launch of both books coincided
with 70 years of the Partition in 2017.
“ Two was originally written in Urdu.
But then, it included many words
and phrases in Punjabi, Saraiki and
other dialects spoken in that area of
Punjab which became Pakistan after
partition,” says Gulzar, who was born
in Dina in Pakistan as Sampoorna
Singh Kalra in 1934, and went on to
translate his work himself. “You may
not find ‘perfect’ or ‘proper’ English in
it, but you will find stories of refugees,
and how life planted them all over the
world,” says the octogenarian talking
about his first attempt at a longer
work of fiction and whose friends
Sukrita Paul Kumar and Shantanu
Ray Chaudhuri had tried their hands
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at translation before he took over.
Former
diplomat-turned-politician
Pavan K Varma, who has translated
many of Gulzar’s works, writes in the
book’s preface, “ Two is a poem because
the imagery reads like one; it is a
screenplay because each episode is like
a picture unfolding before your eyes,
and it is a novel because it tells a story
in a format that is neither a poem nor
a screenplay.” Regarding Footprints on
Zero Line, translated by author and
translator Rakhshanda Jalil, he says, “I
had an advantage of reading the works
of other writers on partition. I had
gone through the pain and suffering

that partition wreaked in many lives
including mine. I used to have these
nightmares for many years when I used
to wake up at night with the horrors of
all that I had seen during those days.
The writing is an expression of that
suffering. Partition does not stop at the
events of 1947 but continues to affect
our lives to this day. The riots that
take place even today are reminders of
that past.”

H

is first film Mere Apne in
1971 starring Vinod Khanna
and Shatrughan Sinha in
lead roles highlighted the agony of
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unemployment and loneliness when he
penned, Koi hota jisko apna hum apna
kah lete yaaron. “Every medium has its
own ways of conveying the message.
Cinema is visual literature. As a lover of
literature, I love traversing through the
literary lanes for the songs in my films.
The lyrics are another form of saying
something relevant to our times, with
a dash of humour and a liberal dose of
sarcasm. The means of expression are
nothing else but words. I am fond of
this form of expression,” he says.
His wizardry with words reflected in
the directorial ventures that followed

Image credit: Rajesh Gupta

with some memorable songs, dialogues
and screenplay. The last film to be
churned from his factory was TabuSuniel Shetty starrer Hu Tu Tu. But
he restricted himself to writing since
then and limited his roles in films to
writing songs. “I hadn’t completed my
academic education. My family sent me
to Bombay after partition to fend for the
family. I couldn’t complete my studies,
and that complex was the reason for
my attachment to literature. And it
continues till date,” says the poet.
His migration from literature to films
happened at the insistence of friends

such as filmmaker Bimal Roy and
lyricist Shailendra, and he went on
to pen his first song Mora Gora Ang
Layle for Bandini in 1963. “Bimal Da
knew my aptitude. It was he who first
told me that he didn’t want me to waste
myself slogging hard as a mechanic in
the garage. His thoughtfulness touched
me. I gained a foothold in films with
my work because literature was a staple
in films. My initiation into films was
on literary grounds, both for the kind
of films that I wrote songs for and
also the same kind I went on to make
later,” he remembers. In his first song,
he had used a minute reference to one
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of Mirza Ghalib’s couplet based on
the understanding of the character,
situation and also the script. The words
“Ek laaj roke paiyya, ek moh khinche
paiyya” were his way of reflecting
on Ghalib’s “ Iman mujhe roke hai jo
khinche hai mujhe kufr, kaaba mere
pichhe hai kalisa mire aage.”

T

alking at length of the
contribution of lyricists that
influenced his work over the
years, he says, “All my predecessors
inspire me. Sahir Ludhianavi’s choice
of words is unique like when he wrote
pedo ki shakhon pe soyi si chandni, it

Exquisite

was romantic. Shailendra’s usage of
everyday words in whatever song he
wrote was his way to connect with the
characters. He knew the medium and
subconsciously and consciously, I have
learned a lot from him.”
There were others too whose work he
studied extensively in the course of
writing. “I also admire the works of
DN Madhok who was the first one
to bring the flavour of folk songs in
Hindi film songs. Rajendra Kishen’s
chup chup baithe ho zaroor koi baat
hai was an extension of a dialogue that
moved to a song. Then there is Kedar
Sharma who used bird as imagery in
more than 50 songs. And then there
were likes of Arzoo Lucknawi and
Pandit Sudarshan too whose writing is
commendable,” he adds.
He continued his dalliance with
literature and gave books and stories
a celluloid dimension in his cinematic
work. If Parichay was based on
Raj Kumar Maitra’s Bengali novel
Rangeen Uttarain, Aandhi came

from Kaali Aandhi by Kamleshwar,
Khushboo from Sharat Chandra
Chattopadhyay’s Pandit Mashay, and
Mausam, which was loosely based on
the story Weather from The Judas
Tree by A.J. Cronin. He adapted
Bard’s Comedy of Errors in Angoor.

G

ulzar even paid an ode to
Urdu poet Mirza Ghalib with
a television show starring
Naseeruddin Shah broadcasted on
Doordarshan during late 1980s. He
directed ‘Tahreer Munshi Premchand
Ki’ based on the novels of Premchand.
His Ay Hairathe Aashiqui for Mani
Ratnam’s Guru was inspired from
Amir Khusro’s Ay Sarbathe Aashiqui
while Chaiyya Chaiyya from Dil
Se was based on the Sufi folk song
Thaiyya Thaiyya with lyrics by poet
Bulleh Shah.
Tagore has been an all-time favourite of
Gulzar. “I had read his translated work
in English during my school days, and
the fascination to read the original in
Bengali led me to learn the language,” he

says with a chuckle. His first tryst with
Tagore on the big screen was during the
making of Hemen Gupta’s Kabuliwala
(1961). The noted lyricist wrote the
song Ganga Aaye Kahan Se , which
was set to the tune of an east Bengal
bhatyali (boatman) folk composition by
Salil Chowdhury. “From there on, my
obsession with all things Bengali began
to take shape, from the use of melodies
to films inspired by Bengali writers
and filmmakers, and even marriage to
Rakhee, my ‘bangalan’ wife, turned
a Sikh writer into a half Bengali,”
he says.
His most recent musical outing is the
non-film album ‘Gulzar in Conversation
with Tagore’. It features seven songs
based on Hindi translations of poems
written by Tagore. He has written
the lyrics for the album, composed by
Shantanu Moitra and rendered by the
singers Shaan and Shreya Ghoshal.
In 1991, Gulzar adapted Tagore’s
short
story
Kshudhita
Pashan
(Hungry Stones) for his f ilm Lekin .

Every medium has its own way of conveying the message. Cinema
is visual literature. As a lover of literature, I love traversing through
the literary lanes for the songs in my films.
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Gulzar with
his daughter

Earlier in 2016, Gulzar translated
Tagore’s poems in a set of two books,
Nindiya Chor and Baghban . ‘Gulzar
in Conversation with Tagore’ is a
companion piece to the books. His
reverse migration to literature and
writing took place when he realised
that he wanted to do a lot more than
just making f ilms. “Carrying a f ilm
is a 24x7 job. If you are making a
f ilm, you cannot do anything else.
If I had been only making f ilms, I
wouldn’t have written books ever. I
have always loved writing and books.
It is like going towards a masjid, but
stopping at a maykhana en route, and
then walking ahead,” he quips, adding
that he has no plans of returning to
maykhana because “it was only Ghalib
who could take a detour and go to
maykhana again.”

T

he painful first-hand experience
of partition has a searing presence
in most of his works, and it also
ref lected in the overbearing narrative of
his songs and poems that speak volumes
of loneliness as if he doesn’t want to
comfort a broken heart, but tends to
scratch the wounds deeper so that
they never heal like when he weaves
the imagery of a broken relationship
in Mera kuch saaman in Ijaazat . “You
think so, but it is not so. Main cigarette
toh nahin peeta par har aane wale se
bas pooch leta hoon, maachis hai?
Bahut kuch hai jise mein phookh dena
chahta hoon, par himmat nahin hai. I
don’t want to make someone cry, but it
is how I am wailing. I am just sharing
my suffering. The words don’t speak of
anyone’s loneliness but my helplessness.
I am expressing the same,” he corrects
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The painful first-hand experience of partition has a searing presence in
most of his works and is also reflected in the overbearing narrative of
his songs and poems that speak volumes of loneliness.

F

right away. And in between, he keeps
returning to Balli Maran in Old Delhi,
be it the intro of TV show Mirza
Ghalib or the famous Kajra Re filmed
on Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, Amitabh
Bachchan and Abhishek Bachchan in
Bunty aur Babli.

or Gulzar, the staple language
of expression remains Urdu.
“ Yeh kaisa ishq hai Urdu zabaan
ka, Yeh kaisa ishq hai Urdu zabaan ka,
Mazaa ghulta hai lafzon ka zabaan par,
ki jaise paan mein mehenga kimaam
ghulta hai,” he says.

His poetry can be interpreted in many
different ways, sometimes with so many
underlying, and overlapping layers, but
what stays constant is his incredible
ability to match pace with the changing
times, and stay relevant. “All literary
creation is a dream that the writer/poet
lives,” he quips with nonchalance, and
what makes him relevant even today is
his non-judgmental attitude to change.
“How are you going to survive if you
don’t know the latest trends of your
field of work?” he argues. “One needs
to stay abreast with the change that
is happening around and also in one’s
field of work. It is true for a computer
engineer, a photographer and also for a
writer. I work like a lumberjack; always
looking for new tools.” But what he has
tried to stay true is to express complex
ideas in the simplest of words.

Talking about his love for Urdu,
Gulzar noted that it was the only
language that was capable of turning
strangers into friends. “I have seen
changes in the language for decades
now. This is why I don’t like to say
that my language is Hindi or Urdu, I
call it ‘Hindustani’ because it changes
its structure with every city,” he says.
Looking back at the evolution of Urdu
over a span of eight centuries, he
emphasises on the need to revive the
script of the language so that it is not
only spoken and heard but also seen
more. “Urdu is alive the same way it
was earlier and it is alive with the same
old strength. Its energy hasn’t reduced.
Maybe its aspect is changing.” he says.

He calls cinema a full-f ledged
independent art form in itself that
needs to spawn its own literature.
“Cinema’s language is imagery. It
needs to create its own language, and
become an author and an independent
expression and independent creator
of its literature. Like there have been
many adaptations of Devdas, but its
authorship will remain with Sarat
Chandra for creating the story,”
he argues.

The lyricist, who bats in favour of
the works of contemporary writers
of the language to be included in our
curriculum so that it stays alive, says,
“Ghalib, Mir and others are classic
names in relation to Urdu but the
language has moved beyond the 19th
century. So we should move beyond
these names too... There are many
other poets who should be taught. Faiz
Ahmed Faiz should be a part of your
text today.”

Having realised that children’s
literature is a neglected domain that
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needs attention, he is working fulltime to fill that gap with the might
of his pen. His children’s book Bosky
Ka Panchatantra is a collection of
stories from the Panchatantra , with
Gulzar lending lyrical freshness in
the narration. “When she (Bosky,
his daughter) was small, I would tell
her these stories. These stories have
always stayed with me because writing
and narrating stories to a child are no
less than a challenge,” Gulzar said.
“As the generation changes, language
too changes. This book is an attempt
to bring children closer to the Hindi
language,” he added. He has also rewritten, translated and adapted for
stage popular tales like those of Satyajit
Ray’s ‘Goopy Bagha’ (Gopi Gayen
Bagha Bayen) and ‘Pinocchio’. His
chaddi pehen ke phool khila hai lent
a special touch to Rudyard Kipling’s
Jungle Book that was adapted as a
TV show.
A considerable portion of the songs
that he has written in his long career
are targeted at children including
Humko Mann Ki Shakti Dena in
Guddi to Lakdi ki kaathi, kaathi pe
ghoda in Masoom that have charmed
and warmed many hearts, and he has
written songs to tickle young minds,
almost effortlessly. Even today, he is
busy writing for children’s theatre. “For
the last few years, I’ve been working on
a book on the contemporary poetry of
India. I’ve translated around 500 poems
of 300 poets from 32 languages of our
country. No masters, just contemporary
poets. I want to make our poetry young
again,” he shares with hope.

Footprints

10

Reasons why daily
meditation is so beneficial
Meditation is linked with
feeling less stressed, as well
as actually lowering the stress
hormone cortisol.

In studies, students
who are trained in
mindful meditation
achieved better goals.

It is believed that
with daily meditation
you can reverse the
aging process.

Meditation can
result in brain
changes that
protect against
mental health
conditions.

Rapid memory
recall improves
with daily
meditation.

Meditation is
linked to more
creativity and
new ideas.

We experience less
anxiety as meditation
loosens connections to
particular neural pathways.

Meditation may be an
excellent supplement
to Drug Addiction
treatment program
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Meditation helps the
elderly feel less lonely
and reduces genes linked
to inflammation.

Source: Meditative Wisdom

Meditation
helps to
process
emotions,
even when
we are not
actively
meditating.
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Lone Fox Dancing
Maplewood Lodge, Mussoorie. The Summer of 1963. The forest is still,
silent; until the cicadas start tuning up for their performance. On cue, like a
conductor, a barbet perched high in the branches of a spruce tree begins its
chant: ‘Unneeow—unneeow-unneeow!’
Words : Ruskin Bond

N

ow the forest begins to
pulse with the hypnotic
buzzing of the cicadas. Big
white ox-eye daisies grow
on the hillside. The sorrel—
‘Almora grass’—has turned red. I
sit in my garden, contemplating
my old Olympia typewriter. Still
writing stories, still trying to
sell them.
As a boy, loneliness. As a man,
solitude. The loneliness was not of
my seeking. The solitude I sought.
And found.
I am to spend many summers,
monsoons, winters in this cottage.
Mornings in the sun. Evenings in
the shadows. Some mornings I
carry my small table, chair and

Illustrations : Suddhasattwa Basu

typewriter out on to a knoll below
one of the oaks, and take a little
help from the babblers and bulbuls
that flit in and out of the canopies
of leaves. White-hooded babblers;
yellow-bottomed bulbuls. Never
still for a moment, they help me
with my punctuation.
For dialogue I depend more on the
crickets, cicadas and grasshoppers
who keep up a regular exchange,
debating the issues of the day.
But for reflective and descriptive
writing I look into the distance, at
the purple hills merging with an
azure sky; or I examine a falling
leaf as it spirals down from the tree
and settles on the typewriter keys.
The sun bathes everything with
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clear, warm light. Somewhere
high up on the hill, cows are
grazing. I don’t see them, but I
hear the bells tied around their
necks. I write in leisure; there is
no hurry.
I write Panther’s Moon and Angry
River. I meet a lovely, smiling girl
on the hillside, twirling a blue
umbrella, and she becomes Binya
of the Blue Umbrella. A crow
visits me from time to time, and
tells me his story. I call it ‘A Crow
for all Seasons’.

I

discover a small stream at
the bottom of the hill. An
abundance of ferns—dark
green and pale—flourish in the
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shady places along its banks,
where the grass is moist and
speckled with tiny white flowers.
A spotted forktail hops from
boulder to boulder, uttering
its low pleasant call, talking to
itself. A pair of pine martens are
drinking at the stream. They see
me and go bounding across the
ravine and into the trees.
I walk downstream, and one
day I discover a little waterfall.
The sun strikes it from behind
an overhanging rock and creates
a tiny rainbow. I bathe beneath
the rainbow. I lie on the grass,
while a pair of dragonflies hover
above me, making love. I could
go looking for love. But you don’t
find love by searching for it.

A

cross the stream is a grassy
knoll where a single pine
tree grows—a stranger
among oaks, spruce, and maple.
Pine trees straddle the top of the
opposite hill, but this one has
escaped from the community and
asserted its independence, rather
as I have done; so I’ve adopted
it, and I come here often, to sit
beneath its blue-green branches,
compose a poem or simply
contemplate my navel. I call it
my Place of Power. I’m reading

Gurdjieff. I spend a night on the
pine-knoll, stretched out beneath
a cherry tree. I’m awake for hours,
listening to the chatter of the
stream and the occasional tonktonk of a nightjar, and watching,
through the branches overhead,
the stars turning in the sky.

T

he window at which I
work faces the slope of
the hillside, Bala Hissar,
where an Afghan king lived in
exile. There’s a wind humming in
the pines and deodars. A small,
plump squirrel climbs on the
window sill, a little out of breath
with the effort.
He’s been coming every day,
and has learned to eat from my
hand. I feed him groundnuts,
bread crumbs and peas. I have no
groundnuts today. He sniffs and
probes my palm and wrist, then
reconciles himself to nibbling at
the peas. He’s an uncomplaining
sort of fellow.

A

spectacular electric storm
last evening. The clouds
grew very dark, then sent
bolts of lightning sizzling across
the sky, lighting up the entire
range of mountains. When the
storm was directly overhead,
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there was hardly a pause in the
frequency of the lightning; it was
like a bright light being switched
on and off with barely a second’s
interruption. There was thunder
and rain all night.
But the morning is gloriously
fresh and spirited. A strong breeze
is driving the clouds away, and the
sun keeps breaking through. The
mynahs are very busy, very noisy,
looking for a nesting site in the
roof. The babblers are raking over
fallen leaves, snapping up absentminded grasshoppers.
A whistling thrush is drying
himself on the broken garden
fence. He’s a deep, glistening
purple, his shoulders flecked
with white. He sits silently for a
while, then flies up to the roof,
from where he treats me to an
enchanting musical performance.
He starts with a hesitant whistle,
as though trying out the tune;
then, confident of the melody, he
bursts into full song, a crescendo
of sweet, haunting notes and
variations ringing clearly across
the hillside.

T

here’s a flurry of alarm calls
in the forest. A young kakar
deer strays into the garden,
fleeing something. It runs around in

confusion for some time till it finally
finds its way into the jungle again.
Towards sunset, I watch the
owlets emerge from their holes
in the trees. They put out their
little round heads, with large
staring eyes, before shuffling out.
After they have emerged they sit
very quietly for a time, as though
only half-awake. Then, all of a
sudden, they begin to chuckle,
finally breaking out in a torrent of
chattering, before spreading their
short, rounded wings and sailing
off for the night’s hunting. Silence
descends. Only the shuffling of
porcupines, and the soft flipflop of moths beating against the
window panes.
The power goes off. A yellow
moon blooms above the hill.

W

hen I moved in, Maplewood
Lodge had been nestling
there among the old trees
for over seventy years. It had become
a part of the forest. Birds nestled
in the eaves; beetles burrowed in
the woodwork; a jungle cat lived in
the attic. Some of these denizens
remained even during my residence.
I’d first seen the cottage, as I’ve
written, in spring, when the
surrounding forest was at its
best—the oaks and maples in

their fresh green raiment; flashy
blue magpies playing follow-theleader among them. There was one
very tall, very old maple above the
cottage, and this was probably the
tree that gave the house its name.
A portion of it was blackened
where it had been struck by
lightning, but the rest of it lived
on, a favourite of woodpeckers—
the
ancient
peeling
bark
harboured hundreds, perhaps
thousands, of tiny insects. It was
the Himalayan maple, of course,
which is quite different from the
North American maple; only the
winged seed-pods are similar,
twisting and turning in the
breeze as they fall to the ground,
for which reason the Garhwalis
call it the Butterfly Tree.
A steep, narrow path ran down
to the cottage from the main
path that went past the Wynberg
Allen School. During heavy rain,
it would become a watercourse
and the earth would be washed
away, leaving it very stony and
uneven. Actually, the path ran
straight across a landing and
up to the front door of the first
floor, where I had my rooms. It
was the ground floor that was
tucked away in the shadow of the
Bala Hissar hill; it was reached

by small a flight of steps going
down, which also took the rush of
water when the path was in flood.
Miss Bean, who was in her mideighties, lived in two small rooms
on the ground floor.

M

aplewood was the first
place I saw, and I did not
bother to see any others.
The location wasn’t really ideal.
The cottage faced east, and as
it was built in the shadow of the
hill, while it received the early
morning sun, it went without
the evening sun. By three in the
afternoon, the shadow of the hill
crept over the cottage. This wasn’t
a bad thing in summer (even
though Mussoorie summers were
never hot), but in winter it meant
a cold, dark house. There was no
view of the snows from inside the
house, and no view of the plains.
But the forest below the cottage
seemed full of possibilities, and
the windows opening on to it
probably decided the issue. And
the whistling thrush, which had
sent its song up the ravine to
enchant me at exactly the right
moment that afternoon.
I made a window seat and through
the changing seasons, I wrote
more—and I think better—than

Across the stream is a grassy knoll where a single pine tree grows...
Pine trees straddle the top of the opposite hill, but this one has
escaped from the community and asserted its independence, rather
as I have done; so I’ve adopted it

73
www.itchotels.in

Chronicles

at any other time of my writing life.
Most of my stories were written in
Maplewood—the stories that went
into Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra,
The Night Train to Deoli and Time
Stops at Shamli. The journals from
that time provided material for the
non-fiction books that followed the
novellas and story collections. That
old cottage was kind to a struggling
young writer. There were very few
distractions. Not only was I mostly on
my own for the first couple of years—
except in summer, when some visitors
came up—Mussoorie itself was a very
quiet place, especially in the rains and
in winter. Like all hill stations set
up by the British, Mussoorie was in
decline in the 1950s and ’60s; the Mall
was not half as busy at it is today, and
in winter all the hotels and most of the
shops would shut down. Only a couple
of restaurants would stay open for the
local residents. It wasn’t tourism that
sustained Mussoorie in those days;
the boarding schools were the main

economy, and when these, too, closed
for the winter holidays, the little town
would be deserted.
On the outskirts of the town there
were a number of abandoned houses.
Most of Mussoorie’s older cottages
had been built by British residents,
and all but a few of them had left
in a hurry after 1947, giving their
houses away or making distress sales.
Property prices went down sharply,
so that the houses were of little value,
and as there were few takers as tenants
either, many of the vacant houses
were sold by the new owners to the
kabaris. And the kabaris didn’t want
them as residences; they proceeded
to dismantle the houses, taking out
the doors and windows, all the metal,
the wooden flooring, the tin from
the roofs, the bathroom fittings, and
anything else that could be recycled
or sold as scrap. Empty shells—just
stone walls and bits of roof—dotted
the outskirts of Mussoorie, inhabited
by wild cats, bandicoots, owls, goats
and the occasional coal-burner or mule
driver, or the rare vagrant.

A

mong these ruins, some of the
older British and Anglo-Indian
residents like Miss Bean lived
out their final years. ‘I’m the last Bean
in India,’ she would say. ‘And I’ll be
gone too, before long.’
She was eighty-six, but looking at her
you wouldn’t have guessed—she was

spry and took some care to look good.
Not once in the five years that we
spent together did I find her looking
slovenly. The old-fashioned dresses
she wore were clean and well-ironed,
and sometimes she added a hat. Her
memory was excellent, and she knew
a great deal about the flowers, trees,
birds and other wildlife of the area—
she hadn’t made a serious study of
these things, but having lived here
for so long, she had developed an
intimacy with everything that grew
and flourished around her. A trust
somewhere in England sent her a
pension of forty or fifty rupees, and
this was all the money she had, having
used up the paltry sum she’d received
from the sale of her property.
She’d had a large house, she told me,
which she had inherited from her
parents when they died, and she’d
had an ailing sister whom she had
nursed for many years before she too
passed away. As she had no income,
she kept boarders in the house, but
she had no business sense and was
losing money maintaining it. In the
end, she sold the house for a song to
one of the local traders and moved into
two small rooms on the ground floor
of Maplewood Lodge, a kindness for
which she remained grateful to her
friends, the Gordon sisters.
It must have been lonely for Miss Bean,
living there in the shadow of the hill,
which was why she had been excited
when I moved into the floor above her.
With age catching up, she couldn’t
leave her rooms and her little garden as
often as she would have liked to, and
there were few visitors—sometimes
a teacher from the Wynberg Allen
School, the padre from the church
in town, the milkman twice a week
and, once a month, the postman. She
had an old bearer, who had been with

Miss Bean missed the old days, when there was a lot
of activity in the hill resort—picnics and tea parties
and delicious scandals. It was a place of mischief and
passion, and she enjoyed both.

her for many years. I don’t think she
could afford him any longer, but she
managed to pay him a little somehow,
and he continued out of loyalty, but
also because he was old himself; there
wouldn’t have been too many other
employment opportunities for him.
He came late in the morning and left
before dark. Then she would be alone,
without even the company of a pet.
There’d been a small dog long ago,
but she’d lost it to a leopard.
It had happened late one afternoon.
She was in a rickshaw on Camel’s Back
Road, going to a tea party at a friend’s
house, the dog sitting in her lap. And
suddenly, from the hillside above her,
a leopard sprang onto the rickshaw,
snatched the dog out of her hands,
and leapt down to the other side and
into the forest. She was left sitting
there, empty-handed, in great shock,
but she hadn’t suffered even a scratch.
The two rickshaw pullers said they’d
only felt a heavy thump behind them,
and by the time they turned to look,
the leopard was gone.
All of this I gathered over the many
evenings that I spent chatting with
Miss Bean in her corner of the cottage.
I didn’t have anyone to cook for me in
the first few years at Maplewood. Most
evenings I would have tinned food, and
occasionally I would go down to share
my sardine tins or sausages with Miss

Bean. She ate frugally—maybe she’d
always had a small appetite, or it was
something her body had adjusted to
after years of small meals—so I wasn’t
really depriving myself of much. And
she returned the favour with excellent
tea and coffee.
We would have long chats, Miss Bean
telling me stories about Mussoorie,
where she had lived since she was a
teenager, and stories about herself
(a lot of which went into some of
my own stories). She remembered
the time when electricity came to
Mussoorie—in 1912, long before it
reached most other parts of India.
And she had memories of the first
train coming into Dehra, and the first
motor road coming up to Mussoorie.
Before the motor road was built,
everyone would walk up the old
bridle path from Rajpur, or come on
horseback, or in a dandy held aloft by
four sweating coolies.
Miss Bean missed the old days, when
there was a lot of activity in the hill
resort—picnics and tea parties and
delicious scandals. It was a place of
mischief and passion, and she enjoyed
both. As a girl, she’d had many
suitors, and if she did not marry,
it was more from procrastination
than from being passed over. While
on all sides elopements and broken
marriages were making life exciting,
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she managed to remain single, even
when she taught elocution at one
of the schools that flourished in
Mussoorie, and which were rife with
secret affairs.
‘Do you wish you had, though,’ I
asked her one March evening, sitting
by the window, in the only chair she
had in her bedroom. ‘Do I wish I had
what?’ she said from her bed, where
she was tucked up with three hotwater bottles.
‘Married. Or fallen in love.’ She
chuckled. ‘I did fall in love, you know.
But my dear father was a very good
shot with pistol and rifle, so I had to
be careful for the sake of the young
gentlemen. As for marriage, I might
have regretted it even had it happened.’
A fierce wind had built up and it was
battering at the doors and windows,
determined to get in. It slipped down
the chimney, but was stuck there,
choking and gurgling in frustration.
‘There’s a ghost in your chimney and
he can’t get out,’ I said. ‘Then let
him stay there,’ said Miss Bean.

A

bove us rose an uninhabited
mountain called Pari Tibba,
Fairy Hill. The villagers
said only aerial spirits dwelt there.
Miss Bean called it Burnt Hill or
Witch’s Hill. Burnt Hill, because it
was frequently struck by lightning;
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Witch’s Hill because it was
supposedly haunted. ‘You know
about Pari Tibba, don’t you?’ she
asked. I said I didn’t, so she told me.
In the early days, when Mussoorie
was being settled, a few houses had
come up on Pari Tibba but they were
frequently hit by lightning and burnt
down, so people stopped living on it.
Then there was a young couple who
fell in love and wanted to marry, but
they were of different faiths and their
families opposed their union; so they
ran away together, and took shelter at
night in one of the ruined houses on
Pari Tibba, where no one would stop
them from consummating their love.
‘Then a storm came up—as it often
does here—the building was struck
again by lightning, and the lovers
perished in each other’s arms. A
shepherd found their charred bodies
many days later. ’‘A romantic tale,’ I
said. ‘But a true one,’ she averred.
It was said the star-crossed lovers
haunted the hill. Miss Bean herself
did not believe in ghosts, but she had
seen a few. Her family was haunted
by a malignant phantom head that
always appeared before the death
of one of her relatives. She said her
brother saw this apparition the night
before their mother died, and both
she and her sister saw it before the
death of their father. The sisters slept
in the same room, and they were both

awakened one night by a curious
noise in the cupboard facing their
beds. One of them began getting
out of bed to see if their cat was in
the room, when the cupboard door
suddenly opened and a luminous
head appeared. It was covered with
matted hair and appeared to be in
an advanced stage of decomposition.
And as they crossed themselves,
it vanished.
The next day they learned that their
father, who was in Lucknow, had
died suddenly, at about the time that
they had seen the head.

M

ussoorie only had about
three cars that year, all
owned by doctors, and there
may have been a taxi or two. There
were rickshaws, but hand-drawn,
and sometimes, on steep ascents, you
needed three people to pull one. The
rickshaw pullers were poor men from

the villages of Tehri Garhwal, who
continued to make a precarious living
in this way till hand-drawn rickshaws
were abolished in the 1970s and the
men were given cycle rickshaws.
But you used rickshaws only if you
were in a hurry or had a medical
emergency, or if the distance to cover
was considerable, or if you had a load
too heavy to carry. Mostly you walked.
Two or three times a week I would
walk into town, to visit the Allahabad
Bank, the post office, and the
bookshop, occasionally stopping at
Kwality’s for a coffee or a snack. By
mid-November the main town would
be deserted. If it snowed, youngsters
trudged up from Rajpur to revel in
snow fights on the Mall, but no one
stayed overnight. The few people
who had nowhere to go would ask me
why I wasn’t going anywhere for the
winter. Even Miss Bean went away for
a month, to the YWCA in Dehradun.
Winter or summer or rain, I was
happy to write or laze in my rooms, or
to step out and take a path, any path,
and follow it till it led to a forest glade
or stream or hilltop. I liked walking
at night. There would be no one else
about at that hour, except the odd
drunk who usually needed guidance,
and as I always had time on my
hands, I would help him find his way
home. But for that, my walks were
solitary, quite peaceful and pleasant.

For reflective and descriptive writing I look into the distance,
at the purple hills merging with an azure sky; or I examine a
falling leaf as it spirals down from the tree.
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No one ever bothered me, neither
man nor beast.
I was conscious all the time of the
silent life in the surrounding trees
and bushes, and on the road. I smelt a
leopard on a couple of occasions, but
did not see it. I felt the warmth of a
body very close behind me, but when
I turned there was no one.
Sometimes the silence was broken:
jackals barked and howled in the
distance; a nightjar announced
itself with a loud grating sound,
like a whiplash cutting the air. A
little scops owl, which spoke only
in monosyllables, said ‘Wow’, softly
but with great deliberation. He
would then continue to say ‘Wow’
every other minute for several hours
throughout the night. Or there
would be a rustling overhead and I
would look up to flying squirrel glide
from the top of one deodar tree to
another. (On a moonlit night, it was
a beautiful scene.) And sometimes I
stood and stared. Because far above
the trees, streams of stars were
overlapping in the sky. If I was lucky,
I also caught the wash and glow of
the Milky Way.

A

solitary man, I met solitary
people. Fleeting encounters.
One evening I wandered
much further down the Tehri road
than I had intended to, and by the
time I returned, it was very late.
Some lights still twinkled on the
hills, but shopfronts in the old
Landour Bazaar were shuttered and
silent. The people living on either
side of the narrow street could hear
my footsteps, perhaps, or they might
have been asleep, for it was a cold
night; doors and windows were shut.
A three-quarter moon was up, and the

tin roofs of the bazaar, drenched with
dew, glistened in the moonlight.
Although the street was unlit, I
needed no torch.
The rickshaw stand was deserted.
A jackal slunk across the road like
a thief or an adulterer. A field rat
wriggled through a hole in a rotting
plank, on its nightly foray among
sacks of grain and pulses.
As I passed along the deserted street,
under the shadow of the clock tower,
I saw a boy huddled in a recess, a thin
shawl wrapped around his shoulders.
He was awake and shivering. He was
aware of my presence, but he did not
look up at me; he continued to shiver,
and I passed by, my thoughts already
on the warmth of the little cottage.
Until something stopped me—it
wasn’t anything I had seen in his
face, there wasn’t light enough for
that. I think it was the fact that he
hadn’t looked up—he was resigned
to his abandonment; he expected
nothing at all from the world.
I walked back to the shadows where
the boy was crouched. He didn’t say
anything when I sat down next to
him, but this time he did look up,
puzzled and a little apprehensive,
ready to shrink away or even to beg
forgiveness for a crime he hadn’t
committed. I could tell from his
features that he had come from the
hills beyond Tehri. He had come
here looking for work and he was yet
to find any.
‘Have you somewhere to stay?’
I asked. He shook his head; but
something about my tone of voice
gave him confidence, because now
there was a glimmer of hope, a
friendly appeal in his eyes.
‘If you can walk some way,’ I offered,
‘I can give you a bed and blanket’.
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He got up immediately—a thin boy,
wearing only a shirt and a pyjama.
He wrapped his thin shawl around
himself and followed me without
any hesitation. He had trusted me. I
couldn’t now fail to trust him.
So now there were two in the sleeping
moonlit bazaar. I glanced up at the
tall, packed, haphazard houses. They
seemed to lean towards each other for
warmth and companionship.
The boy walked silently beside me.
He was a quiet one. Soon we were
out of the bazaar and on the footpath.
The mountains loomed over us. And
although no creature of the forest had
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ever harmed me, I was glad to have a
companion walking next to me.
In the morning, I gave him hot
water for a bath. He made us tea, I
brought out some old buns, and we
made a breakfast of these. Then he
went away.
It was only later that it occurred to
me I could have offered to take him
on as a cook or bearer. I didn’t have
the income to pay him a respectable
salary, but he wouldn’t have starved,
and he would have had a place to
stay, while he looked for something
more suitable.
But something about him, and
the circumstances of our meeting,
prevented me from doing that. It

seemed to me that an act of charity,
or anything transactional, would
have ruined whatever it was that had
brought us briefly together. Perhaps
he had felt the same, because I never
saw him again.

W

ithout a cook, unwilling to
learn to cook myself, and
tired of tinned sardines
and sausages, I would walk into
town in the evening, to the Kwality
restaurant, give myself a drink, have
dinner and walk back home at about
ten. I never carried a torch; it was a
good road up to the Wynberg Allen
School, where there was a lone street
lamp at the gate—which worked
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sometimes and sometimes not, and
lit a tiny bit of the path going down
to the cottage, but then it was quite
dark as the path went through a bit
of jungle, and up to the landing—you
walked by memory and habit.
One night, the lamp at the school
gate was working, and a little
distance from it, three or four red
foxes were prancing and dancing
around in a small clearing. I walked
quietly down the path, not wanting
to disturb them. I had walked a fair
distance, and when I was halfway
down, I looked back from the dark,
and there was a single fox, still
dancing in the diffused light. He
gave me a little poem:

As I walked home last night
I saw a lone fox dancing
In the bright moonlight.
I stood and watched,
Then took the low road, knowing
The night was his by right.
Sometimes, when words ring true,
I’m like a lone fox dancing
In the morning dew.

EXCERPTED FROM:
LONE FOX DANCING:
My Autobiography
Written by: Ruskin Bond
Published by: Speaking Tiger
Publishing Private Limited

Winter was a good time for
writing poetry. The knoll
beneath the pine tree was too
windy; the garden was too
cold; the sun did not reach the
stream for long. It was better
to sit by a charcoal brazier
with a pen and notebook—just
as I am doing today fifty years
later, only now it’s a large stove
burning firewood, and I have
my adopted children plying
me with cocoa or my favourite
onion soup. It’s mid-January,
and we expect snow; but a
good snowfall has been elusive
during the last two years.

I remember the first time it
snowed in Maplewood. From
the windows I could see, up at
the top of the hill, the deodars
clothed in a mantle of white.
It was a fairyland: everything
still and silent. The only
movement was the circling of
an eagle over the trees. But it
was very cold and I stayed in
bed most of the time. A boy
from a nearby bakery would
come
down
occasionally,
bringing bread or buns or
biscuits. Sometimes his sister
came instead. She was a lively,
precocious girl, always ready
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to sit and talk and even f lirt a
little. I called her Miss Bun.
One morning, I opened the
door and there was several
inches of snow on the ground;
fresh snow, and a leopard’s pug
marks along the pathway and
up to the front door. Up at the
school, closed for the winter,
the chowkidar’s mastiff had
disappeared. I had no dog
for the leopard, but I decided
to stay indoors after dark for
some days. Do leopards hunt
foxes? Probably not. But they
might hunt a writer if there’s
nobody else available.

Soul Essence

A song that is
Mawlynnong
The village of Mawlynnong in Shillong is truly
fascinating not just because this tiny hamlet has
already done what the Swachh Bharat Mission
aims to do to the country today but because the
culture of its people has ensured sustainability as its
principal vision – keeping the village squeaky clean.
Words : Nirdesh K Singh

A

meandering path through
trees and flowery bushes
brings you to a pretty house
with a sloping roof. The
house nestles among flowers.
Whichever way you look, these
flowers are blooming bright. This
is the prettiest house you have ever
seen – not in the hills or a suburb of
a metro but in a village in one of the
remotest parts of India bordering
Bangladesh.
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CRISS-CROSS
WEAVES
Locals in
Mawlynnong are
experts in the art
of weaving wicker
baskets. Traditionally
made from plant,
wicker is light yet
sturdy, making it
suitable for furniture
that will be moved
often.

Clockwise:
Bamboostilt houses;
Pitcher Plant;
Bamboo
conical
basket cases

Cleanliness is a way of life in Mawlynnong Village. People not
only clean their houses, they step out to sweep the roads as well.
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A drive through a scenic road with
tall Broom grass lining the smooth
tarred road takes you to Mawlynnong,
90 km from Shillong in Meghalaya.
Mawlynnong has an unusually
surprising tag especially given the
sanitary condition of India’s cities,
towns and villages. Oh yes, the
cluster of f lowers or inf lorescence of
Thysanolaena maxima or the Broom
grass, grown as a cash crop, goes
into the making of our household
phool jhadu. It will soon have a
serendipitous resonance with the fame
of the village.
So while Mana village in Garhwal
bordering Tibet, is famous as the
‘Last Indian Village’, Kuldhara near
Jaisalmer is supposedly a ‘haunted
village’ when the entire resident
population deserted it overnight
and the ‘Heritage Crafts Village’ of
Raghurajpur in Odisha has artisans in
every household practising the ancient
art of Pattachitra. In the Northeast,
Mawlynnong is basking in its unique
title; an epithet later echoed by BBC,
UNESCO and National Geographic –
‘The cleanest village of Asia’.
Mawlynnong has elevated neatness to a
completely new level. The quaint little
houses with brightly coloured roofs
and doors are neatly arranged around
the ‘courtyard’. The trinket shops are
neatly packed in clusters. Even the
sole tea-stall has paper cups neatly put
on the table. Bamboo conical basket
cases (supposed to be trash bins) are
placed almost everywhere in the
village, locally called khoh. There is
no litter to be seen anywhere. Except
for the laundry drying in the sun, the
simple houses built of bamboo, wood
and metal sheets seem to be empty.
Once in a while a child walks out
smiling trying to evade the camera of
a prying tourist!
Cleanliness is a way of life in
Mawlynnong. The residents of the
100-year-old village always remember
the village this clean with the habit of

cleanliness being handed down over
generations. People not only clean
their houses, they step out to sweep
roads too. Each house has a toilet
and there is no open defecation. It is
only some tourists, unaccustomed to
clean ways, who might throw packets
or wrappers around. Long before the
Prime Minister of India launched
the Clean India Campaign, the
inhabitants of Mawlynnong with 100
per cent literacy were already practising
cleanliness. The village council governs
this community effort where polythene
is banned and streets are swept by the
residents themselves. The kids pitch in
by picking any dirt and dropping it into
the baskets before going to school. The
organic waste is collected and turned
into manure which is then used to
grow organic produce. Mawlynnong’s
headman was thrilled with the
recognition when the PM lauded the
village’s efforts involving the citizens in
keeping their village clean during his
monthly ‘Mann Ki Baat’ programme
on radio.

P

lanting trees is a part of their
lifestyle. The village, along with
being the cleanest, is definitely
the floweriest village in India. As in
a trance, you walk through the lanes
in complete joy and awe. Flowers,
ornamental shrubs and tall areca
nut palms line the alleys covering
every inch of the landscape. Canary
yellow Allamanda, the heart-achingly
beautiful Cosmos set against the blue
skies, purple and white Flamingo
Feathers, Golden Shrimp, never seen
before Pink Jacobinia, the stunning
Scarlet Clock Vine and the ethereal
Bleeding Heart Vine made to adorn
the hair of princess all come together to
create a magical garden where you want
to dance and sing with abandon.
There is an astounding variety of
flowers in all colours – swamping the
lanes, hanging like garlands from eaves,
in pots and in small gardens around
the houses. Mawlynnong is definitely
‘God’s Own Garden!’
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WHEN IN
MAWLYNNONG
Go trekking on several trails that lead
to neighbouring villages and beyond
along stone pathways called the
King’s Way.
Visit a neighbouring Sacred Grove
which is a forest protected by local
communities and is believed to be
the abode of deities. The groves are
a treasure trove of plants, trees and
animals.

At Mawryngkew, on the road leading
to the village, a huge Wonder Rock
incredibly balances itself inches above
the ground on a tiny stone below.
Climb atop trees secured by a rickety
but super-strong ladder twined with
bamboo. Sky View is a vantage
point and a popular attraction of
Mawlynnong Village. This viewing
tower is 85 feet high and is made
of bamboo. Once high on top, you
will be able to catch a glimpse of a
massive green cover with Bangladesh
seemingly a handshake away.

Soul Essence

Above: Living Root Bridges in Mawlynnong have been declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site; Facing Page: Khasi women returning from work while carrying load
baskets on their backs.
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The biggest surprise is two kilometres
away in the village of Riwai. Here
you actually get to walk on a Living
Root Bridge (Jingkieng Jri), a bioengineering feat, across a stream. A
living root bridge is an ingenious way
of connecting communities across the
criss-crossing streams in these remote
locations especially during monsoon
when the streams turn into swollen
frenzy. The bridge is formed by
training the aerial roots of rubber trees
through the hollow trunk of areca nut
palms on either side to span the width
of a river. It might take years before
the intertwined and complex web of
the living roots become strong enough
to carry the weight of people. Carbondating the bridge has revealed that it is
more than 1,100 years old. The intricate
maze and mesh of roots is amazing and
reaching the bridge, one is surrounded
by serenity and filled with awe at this
partnership between man and nature.
So while the conventional steel and
concrete bridges become weak over
the years, these breathing and growing
root bridges become stronger. The
Living Root Bridges in Mawlynnong
have been declared a UNESCO World
Heritage Site.

M

awlynnong, in a remote corner
of this incredible country, is
a perfect stop to witness the
Khasi culture. The village embraces a
matrilineal society and it is clear that for
most in Mawlynnong, cleanliness begins
from home and women empowerment
has worked wonders to hold the society
woven across a single fabric.
As the soft sun caresses the f lowers
and the smiling kids f lit around
like butterf lies, you realise this is
an experience that can be easily
replicated across our villages and
cities. We would all love to live in
clean surroundings among f lowers. All
it takes is some community spirit and
resolve. Together we can make more
Mawlynnong f lowers bloom across our
country.
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One Bite Wonders
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Time for
Responsible Luxury
Few words are as misused as luxury. It doesn’t just mean
expensive things: diamonds, mink coats, pearls, etc. Nor does
it only refer to expensive food and drink: caviar, truffles, foie
gras, champagne, etc. And it certainly isn’t about so-called
designer goods, mass-produced items that sell on the basis of
the hype surrounding the brand.
Words : Vir Sanghvi

M

y own definition of
luxury is complex. I
reckon it means the
best goods and services,
created or executed
with skill and artisanal flair in
a manner that gives you a sense
of being pampered and made to
feel special.

So luxury can vary according to your
preference. I like large hotel rooms,
so for me, space (such as the ITC One
rooms all over India) is luxury. I like
food. So good food, prepared by skilled
chefs to the highest standards is luxury.
(It doesn’t have to be oysters or caviar).
I like skill. So any artisanal product
made by a highly trained and skilled
person is a part of luxury.
And I like to feel good about myself. So
luxury must make me feel satisfied and
content without any sense of guilt.
The more I travel around the world,
the more I find that guests at luxury
hotels are like me. They want an
experience that is guilt-free and leaves
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them feeling enriched. The 21st century
luxury traveller has turned his or her
back on excess, extravagance and
irresponsibility. Of course these still
exist. But they are never part of a luxury
experience. Opulence is out. Elegance
and responsibility are in.
Talk to managers at luxury hotels and
they will tell you that they are often
startled by the questions guests ask.
Guests no longer care that much about
the thread count of their bed sheets or
the provenance of the marble on the
floor of their bathroom. It is not that
they don’t want soft bedclothes or nice
bathrooms. They do. But these are not
their primary concerns.
Instead they will ask questions like
“Is the hotel giving something back
to the community?” Or “Is the hotel
minimising its carbon footprint? When
it comes to food, they will ask “Are
these ancient grains or are they just
imported, industrial cereals?” It is not
enough any longer for juices to merely
be fresh. Guests will ask “Are these
cold-pressed?”

Soul Essence
Often they will want to be re-assured
about the things that luxury hotels have
traditionally not bothered to talk about.
“Does the hotel recycle its water?”
“Is the hotel disposing of its waste
responsibly?” And so on.
As guest expectations of luxury have
changed, hotels all over the world have
struggled to keep up. They recognise that
no matter how lavish the hotel, guests
will not relax unless they know that their
luxury experience will not harm the local
community or the planet.
Hoteliers have also found it hard to keep
up with guest demands for localisation.
Once upon a time, wealthy travellers
were content to go from luxury hotel to
luxury hotel eating Lobster Thermidor
and drinking Crystal champagne.
Now, they want to understand the
local community. They want to eat the
local food. At each hotel, they want an
experience that is not only guilt-free
but one that is rooted in the geography
of the hotel and the community that
surrounds it.

ALERT MEETS. At ITC Hotels, the conference menus are designed to be filling but light

At every single ITC Hotel, locally produced
ingredients constitute 40 per cent of the food
products bought by the kitchen.
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Not all luxury hotels have been able to
cope with the demands of 21st century
luxury. Many found it hard to abandon
the excesses of late 20th century luxury:
packing the rooms with branded
designer goods, loading the menus with
so-called luxury food and drink and
creating an environment that seemed
so opulent and expensively constructed
that it did not matter which city you
were in because luxury hotels existed in
a geography of their own.
I have been watching ITC Hotels take
these issues on board over the years. The
chain already had a huge advantage: it
was probably the most environmentfriendly luxury hotel group in the world.
It recycled its water, generated its own
natural energy, disposed of all its waste
thoughtfully, etc. Within the business,
it was regarded as the ‘green chain’.
I can’t imagine that there were any
commercial benefits in being so
environmentally conscious – it often

Above:
WelcomMeal
Single diner
composite
meals; Below:
One Bite
Wonders at ITC
Hotels

costs hotels much more to care about
the environment than it would if they
were content to take an irresponsible
approach.
Nor did guests—at least a decade and a
half ago—necessarily make a conscious
decision to choose a hotel that respected
the environment. So, my guess is that
ITC did it not as a commercial, weare-so-green blandishment but because
the company genuinely cared about the
planet and our responsibility towards it.
But now that guest preferences have
caught up with ITC’s emphasis on
being environmental-friendly, the group
finds that it finally has an advantage—
something it never intended—when it
comes to appealing to guests.
To its credit, ITC has not been
content to sit around trumpeting its
environmental record. Instead, it has
taken the logic and rationale behind its
emphasis on being green and turned it
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One aspect of Responsible Luxury is
the emphasis on localness. At every
single ITC hotel, locally produced
ingredients will constitute 40 per cent
of the food products bought by the
kitchen. The menu itself will include
a large proportion of local dishes,
the quality of which is benchmarked
against the best version available at any
local restaurant.
Sometimes guests don’t like eating local
food at hotel restaurants. They want the
gritty, authentic experience. In the old
days, hotels would discourage guests
from going out to local restaurants.
ITC actually encourages them to
experiment with dining outside the
hotel. At each hotel, there is a Food
Sherpa, a sort of local food concierge,
whose job is to guide guests to the best
food in the city –outside the hotel.

A

t the ITC Sonar in Kolkata,
for instance, the kitchen
will make you a wonderful
Mutton Biryani with potatoes – a local
speciality. But if you want to go to a
restaurant outside the hotel that serves
the biryani, then the Sherpa will find
you the best biryani in Kolkata and
send you to that restaurant.
Even if you don’t want to eat biryani,
the food at all ITC Hotels now takes
on board contemporary concerns.
There is a conscious attempt to move
away from white, refined flour and to
incorporate ancient Indian grains into
the menu. The breakfast juices are
cold-pressed. The menu includes antioxidant foods.
Top: Pavilion
Pure cold
pressed fruits
and vegetable
juices.
Above: At each
ITC Hotel, there
is a Food Sherpa
who guides
guests to the
best food in the
city – outside
the hotel.

into a group philosophy and embraced
21st century luxury.
ITC calls it ‘Responsible Luxury’
though I prefer to think of it as
‘Intelligent Luxury’. At its heart
is a recognition that the old era of
excess now seems wasteful and even a
little shameful. Today’s traveller has
different needs and different priorities.
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And the rejection of excess is carried
into the buffets at conferences. At
most hotels, the food at conferences
is heavy and rich so that most postlunch sessions are always disasters
because conference participants begin
to feel sleepy and sluggish after a
heavy meal. The intelligent aspect of
ITC’s approach to luxury is that the
conference menus are designed to be
filling but light. Participants will still
be bright and alert after lunch.

As other hoteliers struggled to redefine luxury, ITC
already understood what it was all about.

ITC Hotels is one of the most environment friendly luxury hotel groups in the world

I

TC’s longstanding commitment
to environmental consciousness
finds expression in its attempts
to provide an alternative to
expensive bottled water. Many
hotels will encourage you to order
expensive mineral water bragging
that it has been imported from
France or the South Pacific or
wherever. The hotels know – as do
most guests these days – that the
needless transportation of bottles
of water over great distances is an
environmental disaster, clocking
up unnecessary carbon miles.
Worse still, many of the bottles are
made from plastic that is not biodegradable.
But many hotels continue to import

water because it perpetuates the sense
of luxury-is-excess that they wrongly
believe that guests still like. And, of
course, hotels make large sums of
money by marking up the water. At
each ITC hotel, on the other hand,
there will be freshly bottled local
water (infused with wellness herbs)
and it will be served free to guests.
The astonishing thing about all
this is how accurately it reflects the
changing global concept of luxury.
No other Indian hotel company has
understood how guests now want
an ethical, local, guilt-free but still
totally luxurious experience. My
guess is that ITC did get it before
anyone else because it did market
research and recognised that guest
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preferences were changing and
that expectations of luxury had
transformed. It understood where
modern luxury was heading because,
in some crucial sense, ITC had
already got there. The green hotels,
the discovery of ancient Indian
ingredients and cuisines and the
initiatives to help local communities
all predate the global shift.
So as other hoteliers struggled
to redefine luxury, ITC already
understood what it was all about.
Modern luxury must be responsible.
And the people who provide it
must be thoughtful and intelligent.
Otherwise, it is just pointless and
shameful excess.

ITC Hotels

ITC Grand Bharat is nestled along the northern end of the Aravalli Range in Gurugram. The Aravalli Range, an eroded stub of ancient mountains, is the oldest
range of fold mountains in India.
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ITC Grand Bharat
Epitomising India’s rich cultural heritage
As you are whisked away in a sleek luxury car by a genial,
turbaned chauffer through the mustard fields and rustic hamlets
of Haryana, you feel imbued with a certain sense of serenity.
The journey, in some ways, sets the tone of things to come.
Words : Avantika Bhuyan

A

s one takes in the brilliant bursts
of yellow from the fields and
the rugged earthiness of the
Aravallis, one’s mind already
feels calm, free from the tangled
cobwebs of daily urban living. Even
though, the destination, ITC Grand
Bharat, lies barely 40 minutes away
from Delhi, it feels like lightyears away
from the madding crowd. The first look
of this majestic 104-suite resort doesn’t
jolt you out of your senses—like some
glass-and-steel facades do—rather it
seems like a seamless extension of the
landscape around it, with its pink and
golden hues. With its gorgeous domes,
intricate mandalas, in-house farms
bursting with local produce and acres of
greenery, the space promises a journey
through the marvel that is India—a
snapshot of its architectural wonders,
culinary diversity, ancient wellness
secrets and rich heritage.
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Here the essence of Bharat Varsha
is expressed in myriad ways—some
obvious and others subtle. As you
enter, you can’t miss the 100-feet tall
flag, which stands tall and imposing.
The second roundabout features a
stone signage, which is a tribute to the
glory of India by ITC Hotels. As one
cruises down the driveway, designed
to resemble Delhi’s iconic Rajpath, a
uniformed sentinel blares the trumpet
in your welcome. At the hotel’s ‘India
Gate’ are two black urns, which are lit
in the evening, casting a warm glow to
the entrance. On the wall of the main
mansion is a bright crest, that is deeply
rooted in Indian values and traditions.
Peacocks—symbols of good luck—
support the shield at the centre. At
the heart of it is the sun, representing
power, and the exquisite lotus, which
symbolises supreme reality and beauty.
Later, as one walks around the retreat,

ITC Hotels
soaking in the warm colours, one will
find the crest make an appearance
time and again, from the crockery to
the linen.
The journey through India’s heritage –
tangible and intangible – continues as
one enters the lobby, which has been
designed to represent the sangam of
three mighty rivers. The confluence
of the rivers doesn’t just signify the
coming together of sacred waters but of
power, wealth and knowledge as well.
And it is this thought that is embodied
in the design of the lobby space. When
one looks up, the rotunda, with its
hand painted tree of life, takes one’s
breath away with its exquisite detailing.
It also symbolises the philosophy
of ‘Vasudeva Kutumbukam’, which
means the world is one family. There
couldn’t be a better way to make
the guests feel welcome. Travellers,
whether Indian or international,
watch and listen in rapt attention, as a
convergence of design and spirituality
unfolds in front. For instance, the
eight pillars in the lobby represent the
four stages of life, as mentioned in the
Vedas – Brahmacharya, Grihastha,
Vanaprastha and Sanyasa. Every
stage has a beginning and an end, as
signified by the pillars.
The elevation of the main mansion
draws inspiration from the famed
stepwells of Adalaj in Gujarat. The
mandalas seem like a popular motif
and represent completeness. Every
element at the ITC Grand Bharat has
a meaning and significance attached to
it, each of which makes you stop and
think. These details – small and big –
will play in your subconscious for a long
time. For instance, at the Credenza,
next to the Aravalli Pavilion, the allday dining, multicuisine restaurant,
one will see vases resplendent with
flowers, bearing the colours of the
national flag. As the season changes,
the flowers will change, but the colours
will remain the same.
Next to the main mansion are gazebos,
overlooking a gurgling water body,

and the domes of these reflect the
architecture of Odisha’s Mukteshwara
temple. These make for a cosy romantic
dinner, with softly-lit environs, the
sound of the water and a delicious
four-course meal whipped up by the
chef, giving you company. ITC Grand
Bharat offers something for everyone.
The 300-acre property includes a
championship golf course, designed by
the legendary Jack Nicklaus. Divided
into three courses, it consists of nine
holes each. For amateurs, who wish to
brush up their skills, there are lessons
by a professional on offer as well. Kids
and adults alike can avail the services
of the recreation club at Shatranj,
which offers a host of activities
and adventure sports, from squash,
billiards, pool, badminton, basketball,
tennis, Segway, soft archery and ATV
(All Terrain Vehicle). You could
also enjoy aqua zorbing at the hotel’s
outdoor temperature-controlled pool.
Fitness centre of the hotel also offers
complimentary yoga sessions every
morning, between 8 am and 9 pm. Or
if you just wish for lazy long walks,
then weave your way through the
lush lawns and farm, with the chatter
of migratory birds and peacocks for
company.

T

he plush suites are housed
within the residential enclave,
which is divided into five blocks,
names of which have been inspired
by historical sites such as Benaras,
Indraprastha, Hampi and Sanchi. The
four presidential villas are named after
four great dynasties – Chola, Maratha,
Mughal and Maurya. A personalised
touch is seen in each suite. For instance,
for kids, the team thoughtfully placed
books and reading material that can
keep them engaged. The entire family
can enjoy a hearty conversation over
local seasonal snacks such as gajak and
rewari, while sitting out on the terrace.
The concept of responsible luxury,
which has come to define ITC Hotels
in recent years, can be seen in all its
glory at the Grand Bharat. Instead
of greetings and happy birthdays on
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The India Room
showcases
‘Creative
European
Classics’, albeit
in modern
renderings

The menus at the Aravalli Pavilion, the India Room and Apas
Promenade take forth the concepts of locavore and root-to-leaf
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A view of ITC Grand Bharat at dusk
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ITC Hotels

The Peacock
Bar features
the famous
tikri work of
Jaipur

cards, one will find these createdon
leaves and flowers, taken from the
gardens. ITC is one of the first
companies to embrace water-positive
and solid waste recycling-positive
practices. Eco-sensitisation of the
staff takes place at the time of joining,
in order to orient them towards this
concept. The responsible luxury
initiatives can be seen in culinary and
wellness aspects of the hotel. The
menus at the Aravalli Pavilion, the
India Room and Apas Promenade
take forth the concepts of locavore
and root-to-leaf. The highlight is
the Swasthya menu, designed by
celebrity clinical nutritionist Ishi
Khosla, which combines conscious
eating with delicious, well-balanced
flavours. Each meal is portioned out
for an individual, keeping his or her
nutritional requirements in mind. The
Grand Bharat is the only ITC hotel
where this curated selection is on offer.

A must-try is the Oriental meal, which
offers a beautiful play of textures,
flavours and ingredients, be it in soup,
the soba noodles with seasonal greens,
a protein dish, glass noodle salad and
blueberry cheesecake. A comforting
lunch, which ties in with ITC Grand
Bharat’s positioning as a wellness
retreat, can be enjoyed in the beautiful
environs, featuring hand-painted walls
and exquisite murals signifying the
various stages of a lotus.
After a brief walk, post-lunch, one must
head to Kaya Kalp, ITC’s signature spa
and wellness offering. The one at the
Grand Bharat takes the concept into
another realm altogether, with its nine
treatment suites, including a couple’s
suite, spread across 35,000 sq ft. With
its soothing music, heated rooms and
17 treatments—12 Ayurvedic and five
international—on offer, the space is
the very picture of holistic wellbeing. It
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Warm tones, wooden interiors and ancient Ayurveda artefacts
and manuscripts complete the design of Kaya Kalp

offers a soothing journey of the mind,
body and spirit, and combines ancient
wellness with modern luxuries. Warm
tones, wooden interiors and ancient
Ayurveda artefacts and manuscripts
complete the design of Kaya Kalp.
The staff help you pick and choose
between the hammam therapies,
Amala Himalayan body renewal,
body envelopments, Anubhavadeha
relaxing
experiences,
couple’s
treatments, Nimala bathing rituals,
Vidhi signature rituals, and more.
However, not every ritual might
be suitable for all, and for that, you
need to go for a doctor’s consultation.
After an elaborate and extremely
benefitting session, in which you are
taken through the dietary and lifestyle
changes that befit your dominant
dosha, one is taken for an appropriate
treatment. A full-body relaxation is
highly recommended, in which the
therapist uses fragrant medicinal oils
to soothe the knots in your back and
legs. You feel rejuvenated after the
ritual, ready to embrace the world
once again.

the bar takes you on a spiritual sojourn
through the evolution of alcohol, and
its link to various aspects of life. You
get to savour five different cocktails,
the highlight being the Cigar Smoked
Old Fashioned.
Given that the ITC Grand Bharat
lies in the Mewat region, it is only
apt that the culinary offerings reflect
the traditional dishes, drawn from
the tiny hamlets and villages around
the Aravallis. As the mashaals light
up near the pool and air resounds
with strains of Sufi music, make your
way to the specialty restaurant, Apas
Promenade, which brings to fore
the best regional fare from Mewat.
With emphasis on farm-to-plate and

A

s dusk settles onto the
Aravallis, the embankments
near the gazebos come alive
with chants and fragrance of incense,
as an evening ritual is conducted there.
Designed to resemble the eternal ghats
of Varanasi, these embankments offer
you an opportunity to commune with
the divine as the aarti takes place.
Next up is a journey of another kind,
this time at the Peacock Bar, which
features the famous tikri work of
Jaipur. The plumage of the national
bird shimmers and shines in the
evening lights. Nearly 4,000 pieces
of glass came together to form this
beautiful element. There, the chef at

The Presidential Villa at ITC Grand Bharat
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slow food movements, the restaurant
recreates the safar ka khana, which
was carried by travellers from the
region. Robust and rustic, redolent
with the aroma of spices and desi ghee,
the dishes here have been divided
into three sections – shola or an open
charcoal grill, tawa and degchi. Each
dish is specially prepared in front
of you. It’s hard to stop at just one
helping of the paneer angaar, the
murgh shola or the beautifully subtle
murgh korma. However, the piece de
resistance is the Mewati dal, which,
with its fragrant cumin-garlic tadka,
is a delight to have. Also, one must
try the junglee maas and ulte tawe ka
paratha, and finish the meal off with
the bajra phirni.

ITC Hotels

LUXURY AT ITS BEST
ITC Grand Bharat has a 27-hole
golf course designed by the
renowned ‘Golden Bear’ Jack
Nicklaus. First of its kind in
South Asia, the golf course
offers three courses each with
nine holes – The Ridge Course,
The Canyon Course, and The
Valley Course. Classic Golf and
Country Club is a member’s
club, with 52-seater member’s
club house restaurant for
a post-game get together
with plethora of recreational
and wellness activities for a
splendid day.

The team keeps each guest’s personality
in mind while curating the itineraries.
One could start the day with a yoga
session or soak in the early morning
sights and sounds by embarking
on a walk with the naturalist. This
communion with nature continues well
after a hearty breakfast of amaranth and
red rice pancakes, specially brewed juices
and hot idli-sambhar, as one of the chefs
takes you to visit the in-house farms. A
profusion of greens, reds and yellows
greets the eye as crisp curry leaves,
plump broccolis, dainty baby carrots
and white carrots jostle for attention.
The chefs work very closely with the
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gardeners to grow and harvest the plants.
Care is taken that not a single part of the
plant is wasted. Even the leaves of the
radishes and carrots are crisp and used
in salads. Chilli flowers are added as
garnish. A unique feature of the farm is
the special clay oven, designed and put
together by Chef Animesh Alexander
and his team, in which local milletbased pizzas are baked for guests visiting
the farm.
Armed with fragrant bundles of herbs
like marjoram and thyme, and delicious
ingredients such as red radishes and
fresh peas, one heads to the kitchen

of India Room – ITC Grand Bharat’s
signature restaurant, which reflects
the cuisines of the various European
powers that engaged with India over
time. There, as part of the Cuisine
Classica, you get to don a chef ’s hat and
apron and cook alongside Alexander,
picking up tricks and secrets along the
way. Chef Alexander breaks several
myths and misconceptions, making
you rethink your cooking techniques
back home. “It’s not necessary for food
to be heavy on butter and cream to taste
well,” he says. He whips up a smooth
pea soup, sans cream, for one. Next up
is the right way to blanch greens, so that
they don’t lose their colour. All it takes
is a bit of salt and sugar and voila, the
produce looks just as fresh even when
cooked. “When cooking pasta or soup,
make sure you cook onions on slow
flame, so that they don’t caramelise
and give a brownish tinge to the soup,”
says Chef Alexander. Also, make sure,
you don’t marinate the fish in pepper,
as it acquires a burnt taste when
cooked. It is with a treasure trove of
such handy tips that one makes a fresh
garden salad, pea soup and crusted
river sole. After an hour-long session,
and a certificate and recipe book as
precious gifts from the chef, one gets
to celebrate India’s engagement with
Europe within the elegant interiors of
the India Room. Themed around the
regal colours of royal blue and gold,
the plush space features warm velvets,
magnificent chandeliers set against silk
and French windows that open into
Sunset Boulevard. You can choose to sit
within the French booth or towards the
window. Open only for dinner, except
on holidays and weekends, the chef
creates a special lunch. One can savour
the DeGustasia menu, with a server
narrating a poem on India. The menu
is a rich tapestry of European cuisine,
featuring Greek, Roman, Dutch and
British Classics.
As one watches the sun-kissed
boulevard, you can’t help but think that
the ITC Grand Bharat is more than just
a destination, it is an experience to be
savoured and rejoiced in.
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Experience@ITC Hotels

ITC Hotels’ Guest List
Take a look of all who visited ITC Hotels in the recent past

Share your experience at ITC Hotels with us at Facebook, Instagram and
Twitter using #MyITCHotelsMoment. The best entries will win prizes along
with an opportunity to get featured in the next issue of Namasté.

#MyITCHotelsMoment
on

Facebook

Instagram
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Twitter
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