
There are no accidents.
- Master Oogway



F O O D  E D I T I O N

Saadho magazine is an endeavour of love; it is an expression of our 
faith in life. We intend to keep the magazine ad-free and discover 
new intersections between print and online publishing. If you feel 
like supporting this e�fort in any way, write to us at 
jubinmehta09@gmail.com. We're open to collaborations.  

Website:  www.studiosaadho.com
Contact: + 91 7831941353



I had never thought about writing on food. Food is a big part 
of our daily routine but it never excited me the way it excites 
so many people. But when the theme for this edition was 
shaping up to be ‘food’, we stayed with it and felt that the 
feeling should be heeded. Extension after extension for the 
publishing date, the feeling revealed its nature only early 
in November when we went on an only water Upvaas (fast). 
First in the 30 year lifespan for me, these 36 hours took me 
on some multi-dimensional time and space travel. Crazy, 
funny, weird, scary- all rolled into one night of insomnia.

Others have done it multiple times and for much longer 
durations. But I can speak only from this experience. 
Walking on the streets of Goregaon in Bombay during 
this upvaas, I looked around and see that almost everything 
we do is somehow related to food and the ‘body’. If we could 
go for extended periods of upvaas as a race, the time would 
automatically slow down multifold and we’d see things as 
they are. There are so many layers to food and how we look 
at it! Peel after peel, there is an entire universe underneath. 
And there’s stress on the word Upvaas because of its roots 
which come from Sanskrit, meaning- ‘residing closer to life’. 
If we disengage from activities related to food for a while, we 
get a lot of time and space which, if utilized in a meaningful 
manner, can help one reach closer to the life force, to unity.  

With this feeling, I feel that the time is ripe to go in print for 
Saadho Magazine’s ‘Food edition’. We have been working on 
collecting the articles from August, we started the design in 
Dharamshala, Himachal in October and November is when 
we’re going in print.

We hope you like what you’re seeing and feeling when you 
pick up this edition and that it inspires you to experiment 
with food or the lack of it to open up new vistas.

Love, 
Mirdad.





In Gratitude

Tort, the tortoise on the cover of this magazine has been a 
big inspiration. We met this guy on a beautiful day and had 
the pleasure of spending an afternoon while he had his lunch 
which comprised of 3 bhindis. Tortoises live a long life, walk 
slowly, eat slowly, are resilient and think deep. Looking at 
them, in itself, is an experience of depth.

Coming to the human species, three people who have been a 
guiding light come to mind: Jehangir Palkhivala, with whom 
we’ve been practising the yoga of life; Satyam Acharya, 
whom we met on the banks of Maa Rewa, and who gave us 
deep insights into the practise of fasting; and Anish Joel, 
who has been a constant lamp of light.

This magazine is not our work. It is a culmination of things 
happening within us and and an expression which has found 
it’s way through us. It has been a very fluid process and a big 
learning curve in terms of curating the content and getting 
the design right.

A huge hug goes out to Robin, Joe and Shivani for sharing 
their vegan lifestyles. Saraswati and Lakshyya collaborated 
wonderfully to give us Dharu’s story. Siddharth wrote from 
his heart and soul about thoughts on food from his epic 
journey, Anubhuti took us back in time to revisit an Odiya 
household while Roshni shared her experience in the form 
of a book review. Cherry shared a perspective about his 
experience with robots and organic farming while Anandi 
gives a glimpse of spirituality via her journey with food and 
farming. And Manan speaks about love and all its forms. I’d 
also like to thank Rakhi Chakraborty, Tanushri Shah, Nikita 
Gandhi, Shivani Iksha, Anikait Malhotra, Sourav Roy, Mihir 
Pathak, Shobha Malbari, Nizar Bhalwani and the universe 
for helping us get a great pool of articles and pictures to pick 
from. The collaborative design process was put together by 
Sohail with help from Adarsh, Saraswati, Juhi, Lakshmi 
and Lakshyya. A special shout goes out to Ugyen Dorji from 
Bhutan who has provided some deeply moving illustrations 
that illuminate life. A big thanks to Nisha of elrhino for 
insights on paper making. And a hug to Prasenjit for his love 
and monetary contribution which made this print possible.
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This is the story of a little boy named Dharu. Dharu loved to love everyone, the 
earth, the seeds, the insects, the plants, the trees, every person he met and people 
he lived with. He also loved eating many fruits and vegetables but especially he 
loved coconuts and bananas that grew on their farm and he wanted to help them 
grow when he himself grew big. He wanted to become a farmer so that he could add 
the love inside him into the fruits and vegetables that grew on the farm. 
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Dharu grew up dreaming to become this 
farmer, a good farmer who will do what 
the heart tells him. So he learnt to think 
from his heart. When Dharu became big 
like the little banana tree besides the 
well in his house, he wanted to go to the 
farm so he could learn about growing. 
He took excited steps towards his first 
full day at the farm.

Dharu had never spent even one complete 
day at the farm because of school and 
homework. He had never known that potatoes 
grow under the earth. Dharu was once told by 
his great grandpa that Rajma could grow in 220 
shades and colours like precious stones in the earth. 
Imagine his surprise when he found that his farm 
didn’t have many colours of anything. He almost 
cried when he saw people spraying poison on the 
trees to kill insects. How can he spread love with 
killing, why should anyone kill little creatures and 
he started crying loudly thinking this. Everyone 
came up to Dharu with much concern for him and 
when he shared his pain, they laughed at him, 
“What kind of a farmer will he be, he didn’t even 
know that insects are not friends but enemies and 
enemies should be killed?” haha hehe they rolled 
with laughter over his ignorance. 
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Dharu went home ashamed and confused, what should he do, how will he ever 
know what is right and what is wrong and he remembered when he thinks from his 
heart he knows. Dharu’s heart told him all killing is harmful, what should he do 
now, should he follow his heart or the world. They were both strong contenders, 
his heart on one side and the world on other, but finally his heart won and Dharu 
decided to live his dream come whatever may. He started growing a farm where he 
loved all the plants, trees, seeds, insects and the earth mother. It took some time 
though for the plants, trees, seeds, insects and the earth mother to listen to him 
and trust him.



9

One day lots of a certain insect came to his farm and the farms around (maybe they 
were moving to another place, maybe they were confused by all the people who 
hated them for existing, but god had made them same as everyone). They needed 
lots of food for survival too, so all the coconuts around started disappearing which 
scared the people and they started killing the insects. All the misunderstanding 
made Dharu very sad, he decided not to kill, instead he thought he will speak to 
the insects and understand what the matter is. He started by telling them not to be 
scared of him, for he wasn’t going to kill them but then he also needed to live, and 
he could spare only a few coconuts for them. Initially there was confusion but then 
they reached an understanding, the insects also reached this message of Dharu to 
all the organisms, even the micro ones at the farm and it became a very happy farm.
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As a nice little thought experiment, think of ‘food’ and try to trace the first 
accompanying thought or memory that pops up in your brain (or taste buds).

Walking thousands of kilometres across India without a tangible support mechanism 
invites various questions & concerns. Well wishers often worry about food (or the 
lack of it). What if one dies of hunger? Isn’t it possible to carry more food and fuel? 
(As if the 20kg bag was not enough already). What is the need to even undertake 
such a journey?

All journeys are not linear, neither do all journeys involve physical displacement. But 
every journey needs fuel, and we have the ability to decide the kind of fuel that we’re 
going to rely upon. When the walk along the Ganga started, my choice of fuel was 
curiosity for stories and a passion for the environment. And for food, i put my trust in 
the compassion of people.

There were no food supplements or back ups, no routine and no diet, yet i went 
hungry only for a few days in a 6 month period and fell sick a couple of times. Food 
is often measured in quantity and hygiene. Compassion takes a back seat, in daily 
life and in adventure. Money comes into the picture, purchasing power decides and 
creates hierarchy (often unjust).

What started as an exercise and belief in goodness of people, turned into an 
experiment with asking, as a practice. Food ceased to be a physical mode of nutrition, 
but bonds created over food became a spiritual fuel that somehow satisfied the 
needs of the body.

What meets the need best? An offering of thick - dung fire - hand made - chapatis 
from the fishermen in the middle of a forest. A freshly harvested and roasted maize 
by farmers who stopped me because they thought it was too hot to walk. A mix of 
yoghurt + sugar & red ants + chapatis by a family that insisted i eat from what they 
had. Denial of food on asking at a religious town, where you could only buy.

Did you get an answer to the little thought experiment yet?

along the Ganga
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Siddharth Agarwal has a keen interest in walking and photography. This article is an expression 
from his 2500km walk along the Ganga.  He started Veditum India Foundation, a research 
and media organisation, working in the fields of environment, culture and society. They work 
extensively on documentation processes and in creating opportunities for young minds to get 
involved in related projects. 
www.veditum.org
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The following three stories come from Peepal Farm (www.peepalfarm.org) 
in village Dhanotu near Dharamshala. Robin, Joe and Shivani are integral 
pillars of this stray animal recovery center and here they share their journeys 
with food.
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[1] Almost any act of consumption requires some suffering, direct or indirect, deliberate or not, to be inflicted upon 
someone who can feel pain. Whether it’s a capitalist far far away doing our bidding, or our neighborhood butcher, or 
you tilling your own land, for someone to live someone else has to suffer. And thus every action carries an inescapable 
suffering foot-print.

I’d never considered myself a foodie or 
a fashionista, but growing up in a very 
generic west Delhi neighborhood, those 
were the only two things that I pursued to 
get a sense of pleasure. Pursued, not in a 
way that the readership of this magazine 
might imagine, but basically investing my 
spare time and cash into eating and trying 
to look good.

I ate good food. Food that _tasted_ good. I 
discovered good eateries. A good eatery was 
one which would serve good tasting food 
and where portion sizes were inversely co-
related to the prices in the menu. Overall, 
when it came to food the definition of good 
was very simple, and I did not have to look 
too hard to find food that met it.

For the longest time it persisted, but 
somewhere down the line, my deep-
fried, masala-paved vision started 
blurring with the outlines of ideas about 
health, vegetarianism, and later about 
veganism. I tried to maintain status quo. 
Rationalizations abound. But being as 
single minded as any single mind could be, 
once the idea had been planted, it led me to 
question all aspects of food.

Are the ingredients inherently good for the 
body; for my mind? Are they whole? Are 
they fresh enough to even count as food? 
Are they adulterated? Are they processed 
to extinction? What’s their impact directly 
on the lives of human and non human 
animals? What’s their indirect impact on 
the environment? How much distance did 

the food have to travel to be on my plate? 
Why am I able to get tomatoes all year 
round? Do I even know when are potatoes 
harvested?

Ignorance abound. I felt embarrassed. 
There was so much distance between 
me and food that I almost knew nothing 
about almost any aspect of it. My priorities 
changed. I started buying organic, then 
shopping at the food co-op, then at farmers’ 
markets and then started growing food. It’s 
been a good journey. I learned a lot. I learnt 
a lot about what works and what doesn’t. 
What’s pragmatic and what’s not. Some 
solid rationalizations to cut ethical corners 
too, but I’m not going to get into that. 

So what do I think is good food now? Food 
which is grown and cooked with least 
amount of suffering foot-print[1]. Food 
diverse and fresh enough to keep your body 
and mind fit. Food, the pursuit of which 
does not take all your time. But the thing 
I learnt, which I hold closest to heart, is 
not what is good food, but what is a good 
reason to keep eating. 



16

My name is Joellen, and I was a compulsive 
binge eater. 

Binge eating is different than times when you 
overindulge to the point of getting a stomach 
ache. When I binged, I usually threw up. I 
would eat so much my body would reject it. I 
was triggered by all kinds of things - sometimes 
even comments from “adults” about my weight 
- but most often when I compared my chubby, 
“imperfect” body to what I wanted it to be, that 
set me off.

When they think of an eating disorder, most 
people think of white girls who look like 
skeletons (as if white girls are the only ones 
who have anorexia) and women who go to the 
bathroom after every meal to “purge”. They don’t 
think of all kinds of people- of all shapes, sizes, 
genders and colors. They definitely don’t think of 
chubby people, like me.

Almost no one who I confided in would believe 
me. Or they would say “Oh, that’s not an eating 
disorder, I overeat all the time!” Few would 
listen when I described the compulsive aspect, 
not being in control, feeling shame for binging, 
hiding it by buying groceries. They would say 
I was trying to self-diagnose with a problem 
that didn’t exist, because I clearly didn’t have 
anorexia, and in their eyes that was the only real 
eating disorder. I felt alone and trapped in a 
cycle of being unhealthy and feeling ashamed for 
it. 
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When I was 16, and in the thick of this cycle 
I stumbled on a video called “Meet your 
Meat”. This was one of PETA’s undercover 
videos of slaughterhouses and dairies. Five 
minutes in, I was vegan. I would never go 
back to eating any animal product ever 
again. 

I won’t tell you that veganism magically 
cured my eating disorder, but it did set me 
on a path to a healthy relationship with 
food. In the beginning, simply having less 
food available to me meant I had less ability 
to feed the compulsion. I still binged at least 
every few months, but it was rare compared 
to before.

I carried on this way for many years, my 
veganism tethering me to normalcy by 
a string. It wasn’t until I began thinking 
about the origins of industrial-scale vegan 
food that I made the connection between 
ethical eating and binge eating. 

Even vegan food is not without cruelty. 
From planting (deforestation, burning 
animals to clear farmland, tilling the earth 
and killing ground-dwelling creatures) to 
harvesting (ground-nesting birds being 
killed, diesel fumes from transportation 
trucks), any industrial agriculture is rife 
with pain.

The pain that triggered my eating was 
suddenly trumped by empathy for the pain 
involved to put the food in front of me.

I was now binging only twice a year. The 
final straw was when I started to farm. A 
huge amount of effort goes into growing 
things organically, without tilling the soil 
or spraying any chemicals. Everything 
is fresh and not ready-made to eat. You 
have to wash it, cut it, cook it. You have to 
participate in every step of bringing it to 
the table. After all of that it was impossible 
for me to binge. After tasting the reality of 
ethical eating, I couldn’t go back.

I’m not saying that every binge eater would 
be cured by developing strong ethics 
surrounding food and strong ties to where 
it comes from. Binging is not something 
that one can be reasoned out of. But when 
you realise how much goes into every bite, 
you begin to truly feel that your pain pales 
in comparison to the pain of the sentient 
beings who died for your meal, even your 
vegan one.
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understand the pressure you are under when 
you have to explain why on Earth you don’t eat 
butter or drink milk anymore. It’s so important 
for bones and it comes from Cows, so how 
can it be bad for you! Believe me, I explained 
in detail to everyone who was genuinely 
interested in knowing the reasons. Some in the 
end were confused and quit asking me. Some 
were convinced that I was lactose-intolerant 
and trying to conceal that. It’s no excuse, but 
sometimes I gave in, not to the temptation, 
but to reluctance of having to get in a debate 
every time a piece of birthday cake or desi ghee 
laddu prasad was shoved in my face. 

All of this took me a while before I finally said 
to myself - “Stop! Enough!”. I couldn’t fathom 
a thought of eating something for which an 
innocent being suffered, even if it did give 
someone satisfaction. Me not eating at the 
family functions or saying “No, thank you. I’ll 
just have salad” changed how they started to 
change their cooking style. My mom who loves 
her ghee and curd, started supported me after 
she realized that my stance is well thought out 
and is not going to change. She began to try 
vegan version of Punjabi Kadhi, Koftey, Kheer, 
Gajar Ka Halwa etc. She even helped me to 
come up with recipes for the vegan products I 
make for Peepal Farm. 

To be honest, I do miss a refreshing cold lassi 
on a hot summer afternoon, but instead of 
acting as a slave to my taste buds I take it as a 
challenge and work out solutions where I and 
animals both could be happy. I made butter 
from cashews. To satiate my desire for curd, 
I Googled for the vegan curd recipe, tried it, 
failed at it, modified it, still failed albeit a little 
less, but I didn’t give up. I didn’t go to a store 
to buy myself a cup of curd. I’ll be patient and 
will try again, and again until I succeed. After 
all, why should an animal pay the cost for your 
taste.

My journey of being a vegan started almost 
a year ago. I’d been aware of the ill effects of 
eating dairy - on my health, animals, and the 
environment - for quite a few years already. 
But instead of quitting cold turkey, I decided 
to take my time to understand and adopt 
veganism thoroughly, so I don’t fall off the 
wagon in future. 

Coming from a Punjabi Indian family, it was 
hard for me to eliminate dairy from my meals 
entirely. I don’t mean to say that you can’t 
cook a vegan Punjabi/North Indian meal. It’s 
just that we are habitual to just adding ghee, 
cream, milk and butter to almost everything 
we cook, thinking it’s necessary for the taste. 
So, I started to experiment one dish at a time. I 
was in for a surprise. The dishes that I prepared 
without the use of any dairy or substitute 
tasted just as good and was in fact, healthier 
for me. For example: Dal Makhani tastes 
delicious without the cream or Shahi paneer is 
possible to make with tofu. I didn’t know that 
learning about veganism will help me later in 
the life. Because of my experience of cooking 
vegan meals and experimenting with new 
recipes, I was able to start a whole product line 
of vegan products for Peepal Farm.

Before I turned myself vegan, I was already 
exposed to Vegan cooking. I was cooking for 
my partner who had been vegan for 6 years. I 
know, I didn’t learn anything from him. In my 
defense, I had stopped shopping for or cooking 
anything which was derived from an animal 
long time go but I didn’t refuse to non-vegan 
meals and desserts when I visited my relatives 
and my parents. Almost any Indian will 
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The 
Good Harvest 

School

The 
Good Harvest 

School







These are photos from a school which hits all the right notes. Here’s an all-girls’ 
school in a village in Uttar Pradesh. It questions the current education system and is 
trying to create a learning environment based on agriculture, an area pivotal to their 

and this planet’s existence.
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UDAIPUR

Hungry Hitchhiker’s Food Trail
Jagran Jan Vikas Samiti
Bedla, Udaipur
www.jagranjan.org

JJVS was founded by a group of enthusiastic individuals who, after 
viewing and analyzing the poor socio-economic status of tribal 
groups in southern Rajasthan, wanted to effect social change in these 
communities. 

Tapovan Ashram
Naya Kheda, Udaipur
www.tapovanashram.com

A beautiful, green 15 acre campus on the outskirts of Udaipur, Tapovan 
Ashram has many fields cultivating organic roses, crops, vegetables 
and fruits. A place to help people get in touch with themselves, 
Tapovan Ashram attempts to look at life holistically and provide a 
space for more people to do so. 

Banyan Roots
Panchvati, Udaipur
www.facebook.com/BanyanRootsOrganic

Banyan Roots is an organic store offering a variety of natural, local and 
pure food products. It was started in recognition of the importance of 
nutritious food that promotes sustainable environmental practices.
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JAIPUR

In the May of 2016, Vinayak Agarwal aka Hungryhitchhiker, finished his enginering and 
had a job in hand but there was a pull from a different direction. Combining a love for 
travel and cooking, he started volunteering with communities and cafes around India. He 
travels in search of traditional dishes that are healthy and taste equally good. Currently, 
he’s on a cycling journey across Rajasthan documenting local food culture. One day, he 
wants to open his own cafe serving food he learns during his various travel experiences. 
Here, we hitch a ride with him and pin all the food conscious places he’s been to in 
Rajasthan... 

Millets of Mewar
Hanuman Ghat, Udaipur

www.milletsofmewar.org

A dedicated health food restaurant in Rajasthan, Millets of Mewar 
was started by 4 like-minded friends who believe in the power of 

food to inspire good health, good conversation, and environmental 
consciousness. 

Ahimsagram
Maviyanagar, Jaipur

www.ahimsagram.in

A community space in Jaipur dreaming of a sustainable and 
harmonious world, while living, learning and sharing Nonviolent 

Communication(NVC), Sociocracy and life-serving ways of conflict 
transformation (Restorative Circles).

Agrawal organic farms
Bassi, Jaipur

www.facebook.com/Agrawal-Organic-FARMS-279284725591555/

Based at two places close to Jaipur, Agrawal Organic Farms was 
started by Deepti Agrawal with a vision of creating a forest on barren 

land. Deepti manages this by going the ‘Krishna Way’ where a huge 
fleet of cows are herded slowly, across the field. Their dung and urine 

topped up by a layer of soil, helps to replenish the land fertility.





As I sit at the banks of the mystic rewa (river Narmada), all thoughts begin to drop like 
dried leaves silently dropping off a tree branch. Right behind me is the farm that became 
the conduit for this meeting. The farm is not the same as it used to be, but the foundational 
spirit is still infused in its earth. This spirit is the reason that the farm emanates a sense 
of abundance, peace and coherence; all the birds, trees, plants, grass, insects, light, shade, 
everyone here seems to belong. Every being here is here because she/he has to be. It’s a 
microcosmic universe that gives a glimpse into the interconnectedness, a tiny part of 
which can be seen and a large icebergic part is hidden.

The farming method here at this farm is called “Natueco Farming Science” (the science is 
deliberate and conscious), a method visualized by Shri Shripad Dabholkar. Fukuoka San, 
Shri Bhaskar Save and many other people call it “do-nothing”. Whatever the name and the 
form, the seed is the same. It is not just about farming. It is about every step we take, every 
breath we breathe, every idle and occupied moment we live. 

Where does a thinking being belong in such a space, how do we act so that the action is 
not counter to this universe. Since a tiniest break in this collective life form would result in 
ripples in this placidity. How to then act such that the action becomes non action. It is not 
a spiritual question, neither is it scientific. It is an enquiry beyond these boundaries where 
spirit and science is one and neither exists. 

The river tells me, stay with the question, it is right now your light house and as I listen to 
her, the deep gurgle lulls me into the heart of Kabir baba where he sings

rVLFk
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Of summer lore and palette of childhood
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 Similarly, recipe books perhaps will never carry sections on paga, even though people 
from Orissa are now starting to speak publicly about relishing pakahala to which it is the best 
accompaniment. As every Oriya household gears up for summers, along with the tanginess of raw 
mangoes, kids and adults alike look forward to a sort of intoxicating meal where the highlight 
is pakhala. Pakhala is rice fermented in starchy water (torani), which is seasoned with curd, salt, 
lime juice and green chilies, and perhaps tempered with roasted cumin, pieces of raw mango and 
onion. Where people cannot afford the paraphernalia, they stick to basics, a pinch of salt and some 
green chilies.

 Recent mainstream coverage of pakahala speaks of accompaniments, like saga (steamed 
and tempered green leafy vegetables), pieces of chunky raw onions, fried fish, potato mashed with 
mustard oil and raw onion etc. The coverage is yet to mention a genre of accompaniments called 
paga. The possible reason could be that paga is so typical to each Oriya (some Bengali) household 
that it’s hard to define what it really is! 

 There are so many memories of food from our childhood embedded in the cultural lore 
that will never find mention in any kind of history or perhaps even when we write a personal diary. 
Why is it so hard to write about them, I wonder?  The other day, weakened from a cough and fever 
that was just refusing to  go away I called my older sister. She reminded me of a concoction that our 
aai (grand mother in Oriya) would make for us when we coughed too hard and threw up any cough 
syrup that was forced down our throat. This simple concoction consists of minced garlic and ginger 
tempered with ghee, with a dash of salt. Even at my sickest, I could hold that down. This time, years 
later while gulping this mixture down and feeling instantly soothed, I had this déjà vu moment, 
like I had lived this before. My aai, years after her death lives not only in the moments that we lived 
with her, but also in the palette that she created in our mouths and even a medicinal concoction 
taken when one’s tongue is bitter cannot take that away. I am pretty sure that no cook books will 
have a recipe for this concoction and I suspect this is perhaps a family tradition more than any 
thing else. 
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heat in this concoction could beat wasabi any day. Another favorite of her’s 
was, mixing pulp of roasted tomatoes with curd, green chilies and mustard 
oil. My personal favorite was chunks of boiled potato coated in hot and 
savory tamarind pulp. Some paga like the one with roasted tomatoes would 
be sprinkled with dried bamboo shoots. There would be some smoked 
fish that would be added to a potato mash or be simply eaten with onions 
and lemon juice/tamarind pulp. The fun part is there are no rules! It was 
all about making your own concoction or eyeing the other person’s dish till 
she felt obliged to share. Perhaps, that is why people don’t attempt writing 
about some of these dishes and concoctions which are so well knitted in 
our culture, but rarely follow the tracks of a teaspoon of this, a dash of that, 
steaming for twenty minutes and tempering with that.

 To my utter delight, I found a mention of   Bengali version of paga 
in a book on Rabindranath Tagore’s household, where a daughter-in-law of 
‘humble’ origins prepares a healthy meal of paga and pakhala (called panta 
bhaat in Bengali) to a brood of hungry children. 

 So what is a paga? As I have mentioned it is hard to define. The 
closest that I have come is, that it is a tangy mash of roasted vegetables 
or smoked fish with the tanginess brought about by adding tamarind 
pulp or raw/dried mangoes (ambula) or lemon juice etc. While the rest of 
the household ate pakhala only in the summers, the women would eat it 
quite regularly with paga. In large joint families, by the time the women 
sat down to eat there would be very little left for them. These women 
over generations learnt to roast vegetables on a dying kitchen fire. In my 
own aai’s house, I remember my aunt roasting a whole garlic on the coals, 
extracting the pulp and adding salt and green chilies to make a paga. The 
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Feeding has always been equated to love, and love makes the best 
memories, apart from being the basis of a relationship. No matter 
how scanty the fare, if one walked into the kitchen when the aunts, 
mothers and grandmothers were eating, she/he would be fed a 
mouthful and more. 
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There is a very simple truth to our being - that which we love, 
we ache to touch with our bare hands. A man, a woman or an 
animal, wherever there is love, there is a longing to connect, to 
feel, to somehow overcome separation. But are these the only 
forms that love takes to reach us?

Imagine something as simple as a single grain of rice on your 
plate. Now consider the journey it has made to be there. For 
months it stayed buried in the Earth, held its breath under 
water, was hacked at and thrashed. Stayed in the darkness of 
musty warehouses, travelled distances, labelled, tagged. It has 
joyfully taken all of this and much more for one simple reason 
- to be with you, then overcome all separation and Be You. So 
simple is the culmination to its entire journey, the fulfilment to 
its entire being – You.

Would it then be wrong to say that this grain of rice has been 
in love with you forever?
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We’ve heard stories of true love, love that’s supremely 
sacrificing, love that only seeks true union. We’ve all secretly 
searched for it. And it is here, all along, surrounding us, 
in forms as simple as a grain of rice, a blooming flower, a 
soothing breeze, as the warm rays of the Sun.

If today we choose to take a second look and observe 
everything that has come to us. See it not just in its finality, 
but also for its journey, will we not find true love? Is it not 
a wonderful thought, that the entirety of life, loves us so 
unconditionally, so completely, that it attempts to reach us in 
all manners possible. 

That maybe all Life is, is a play to uncover more and more of 
these forms that love has taken to reach us. And that with each 
form that we uncover, love comes rushing in – pure, abundant, 
fulfilling.

of Love 
and all its forms



Sadia Dehlvi is a media person and 
author, who has previously authored 
books on Sufism, and Dargahs in Delhi. 
In ‘Jasmine and Jinns’, Sadia brings 
together memories around food and 
life in a small community within a 
megacity and shares family recipes. 
The book begins by performing the 
requisite shout out to the history 
of a few of Delhi’s multiple layers of 
culinary influences. Once this is out 
of the way, Sadia walks into territory 
that she owns, and introduces us to her 
Delhi, community, home and kitchen. 
She writes of her ancestors, their move 
to Delhi, what they brought along and 
how they survived, flourished and 
made this city home.  She takes us 

through the culinary and cultural mix 
of purani dilli, the old establishments 
and their specialities and of course her 
home and family at Shama Kothi.  Most 
stories Sadia shares are about cultural 
practices in her community, festivals, 
and some are about her relationships. 
Tangentially at the very least, they are 
all linked to food. 

The second half of the book is recipes, 
all year favourites and seasonal ones.  
It was heart-warming just to see this 
categorisation, when season centric 
cooking, eating and recipes are already 
fading in many homes in the city. 
Especially vivid is a part where she 

Memories and Recipes of My Delhi    

Jasmine & Jinns
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Sadia writes,  “Heat oil and add the 
green and black cardamom pods and 
cloves. After a minute add chilli powder, 
garlic and ginger paste, coriander 
powder and salt. It’s best to put all 
this masala on a plate and then add 
with a little water, maybe a quarter of 
a cup. The water ensures the masala 
does not burn” in a more structured 
recipe, the instruction on combining 
the masala with water would probably 
come in earlier but my mother would 
toss this suggestion around at any point 
in her instructions. As does Sadia. This 
tone and style establishes a degree of 
intimacy and familiarity and almost 
makes me believe I can cook everything 
Sadia describes! That is a unique feeling 
as most recipes invoke the opposite 
response! 

While I moved through the book, it did 
feel like parts of it were put together 
from unfinished essays and notes. A 
few sections start and end abruptly 
and the point of some others is not 
immediately evident.  Of the book, 
Sadia says “I am sharing these recipes 
as an effort to preserve my ‘Delhi’ that 
is fading away.”  So maybe, such is the 
nature of memories and of chronicling 
and holding on, a certain flow which 
may seem complete only to those who 
have been part of it?   I’m rewarded by 
the excursion that the stories, recipes 
and images take me on, fragmented in 
places though it might be, it still is a 
lovely one. 

narrates the Sunday Nihari routine of 
the winters from her childhood. Images 
of Khus and colourful sherbets come 
to life as she speaks of summer. Each 
season is accompanied by descriptions 
of customs, highlights of the seasons 
and this is followed by recipes. Nihari, 
qorma, biryani, kaleji fry, shahi tukda, 
sevaiyan and many variants of salan 
are part of the long list of recipes. These 
are accompanied by gorgeous images of 
the dish itself or the ingredients. What 
holds your attention in the images is the 
sheer every day quality to them. You 
know from the vessels and cutlery this 
is food that is made in homes, for people 
one loves. The images compliment the 
intimacy of the text beautifully.

The recipes themselves seem differently 
put out and it takes me a bit to pin point 
what the difference is. They read almost 
like transcripts of live instructions from 
someone known. I learnt how to cook 
from my mother and later from the 
world wide web. Ma has the tendency 
to meander and go a bit back and forth 
while teaching and at the other extreme 
recipes online can be structured and 
categorised to a fault where they try 
to anticipate and sequence everything 
- prep time, cooking time, number of 
serves etc.  Sadia’s recipes are like my 
mother’s cooking lessons. Information 
on the process and ingredients is 
available yes, but not in water tight 
compartments or firm structures. For 
instance, in her recipe for Aloo Salan, 

Jasmine & Jinns
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high up in the Himalayas. The lake is 
situated at 4080m which is the base of the 
sacred Manimahesh Kailash peak which 
towers higher up at 5653m. The peak, also 
considered to be lord Shiva’s abode, is one 
of the most revered sites. The place has been 
Manav’s home for four months every year 
from the last five to six years. 

Hailing from a village at the base from 
where the 13km trek to the lake begins, 
Manav has been employed by a dhaba 
(shack) owner and Panditji (priest) at the 
lake. Unemployed for the rest of the year 
(but happier), Manav slogs his way through 
the months at the sacred lake. 

Preparing tea for Panditji and others at the 
campsite, he discards packets of the empty 
Amul milk tetrapack and Tata tea into the 

Sitting around a fire besides a high altitude 
lake, Manav is smoking a bidi and warming 
himself up. The temperature is close to 
freezing point and the sun which is about 
to rise, holds the promise of more warmth. 
Manav gathers a few more plastic wrappers 
from around and stokes the fire. There is 
plenty of plastic around and that’s his job- 
gather all the abundant plastic waste and 
burn it. 

‘Chotu, chai bana’ (Chotu, make tea), comes 
a howl from inside one of the tents from 
Panditji. This would be one of the many 
orders of the day that would be hurled upon 
him. Manav is known by the moniker Chotu 
around the Manimahesh lake. Employed 
at probably one of the most scenic places 
on earth, Chotu’s workplace is situated 
in district Chamba, Himachal Pradesh, 

मानवता की 
खोज
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women are travelling across north India 
after their compulsory two year army 
training and are fighting their own demons. 
All they want now is a good smoke and 
Manav obliges. He takes them for a little 
walk to a pristine place away from the lake, 
which hasn’t been touched by the pilgrims. 
Trampling over piles of garbage, the vista 
opens from a different angle and there is 
sheer beauty in the wide expanse in front of 
them. 

‘The lake and surrounding area is a landfill 
we’ve created,’ said Manav as he passed 
along a joint to the women. They nodded 
in agreement and took a deep puff to put 
the image of the lake behind them. They 
exchange pleasantries and share some life 
stories. Manav has picked up the english 
language owing to the foreign tourists 
who frequent the place. And these are the 
conversations he longs for. Coming from 
a rather conservative family, these few 
interactions were a window into a more 
open world for Manav and more so, if they 
were with the opposite sex. But at the end 
of the day, Manav very well knew that the 
meetings were going to be brief. Fleeting 
moments of glee. 

After the joint, he would have had to go back 
and catch up with the others at the camp. 
He had to clean up the dish pile, have his 
food and get back to burning the plastic. 
It seemed that the authorities had made 
up a job whose description was to make a 
hole in the ozone layer, and pilgrims made 
it doubly sure that the job stays. Manav’s 
insides filled up with hopelessness and 
helplessness. He cleaned up the dishes 
thinking of the two new friends he made. If 
only there was a way out. 

There was to be a special pooja that 
afternoon for which Panditji would be 
making kheer and offering it to god after 

holy fire which is currently keeping him 
warm. He takes a sip from his cup, when 
three yatris (religious travellers) appear 
from the common tent. Manav heaves a 
little sigh since it’s only three and not the 
thousands of pilgrims who make their way 
to the lake during the holy fortnight, every 
year. From Janmashtmi to Radhashtmi every 
year, more than half a million people visit 
the lake to take a dip and cast off their sins. 

For Manav, the sins don’t seem to go away 
anywhere for he has to be there and burn 
them all- the empty packets, discarded 
bottles, piles of shit in and around semi-
existing toilets, scraps of clothes and 
footwear. He looks up at the peak in search 
of Shiva but soon loses himself in the smoke 
of his bidi. 

The three men in their late fifties had taken 
the arduous 13km walk upto the lake to 
conduct a pooja and pray for their dear 
ones who have passed away. The Panditji is 
thus kept busy with the duty of conducting 
these rites apart from his regular daily 
poojas. Looking at the mountain, the three 
men fold their hands in devotion and chant 
the name of Shiva. They then take out 
their iPads and click a few sunrise shots as 
Manav hands over piping hot cups of tea. 

At the stroke of 9, the trio would take a 
dip into the holy lake and the ceremony 
would commence. Meanwhile, Manav is 
busy cleaning the beds, preparing lunch, 
smoking bidis and burning the plastic. 
There is one more lady to assist Manav 
in cleaning up the surroundings but the 
mounds are so high that no amount of 
burning seems to matter. 

‘How are the two of us supposed to clean 
this mess created by half a million people?’ 
asked Manav when a couple of Israeli 
travellers asked him on arrival. The two 



of the place? ‘The place and the peak are 
amazingly beautiful. They are so powerful! 
But what we have managed to do it is even 
more shocking!’ the man exclaimed. Manav 
replied, ‘You’re not the first one. Everyone 
says this. But these corrupt politicians! This 
gang incharge for cleanliness keep filling 
their pockets.’ Anger was boiling within 
Manav. The man could see his eyes flare. 
Manav went on, ‘If ever one of these idiots 
makes his way to the lake, I will pull his guts 
out.’ Venting out, some steam was released. 
They both fell silent. Manav took the bowl 
and went away to prepare dinner. 

A tear rolled down the man’s eye. He 
couldn’t believe the struggle. The stupidity 
of mankind. He continued walking and as 
he neared the small temple on the edge of 
the lake, Panditji called him over. Inquiring 
about his whereabouts, the Panditji 
gathered that he was from Mumbai and 
was on a research project in the mountains. 
Panditji said, ‘Everything has been searched 
for by our rishis and munis. There is 
nothing new to be done. Man has to learn 
to live in contentment. Man has ventured 
too much in the material world, it’s time to 
go within’ and with that pearl of wisdom, 
he discarded the empty tertapack and a 
large empty pack of sugar inside the lake... 
For Manav to retrieve and burn or wait for 
a couple of months after which it’d all be 
buried under 15 feet of snow.   

which it’d be distributed as prasad. Manav 
made all the preparations for it and was 
looking forward to the evening when there 
would be a chance to spend an hour or so of 
smoking with the Israeli women. 

Just as the kheer was ready, a solo Indian 
traveller entered the lake premises and 
enquired if it would be possible to sleep 
at the campsite. The owner of the tent 
showed him the way where he could settle 
in. Manav offered the new entrant a bowl of 
kheer which the man gladly took. Sipping 
spoonfuls of the sweet gruel, the man 
started circumambulating the lake with a 
camera around his neck. He was clicking 
pictures of the lake, the peak and also the 
garbage piles. He seemed a little disturbed. 
Along with him, two more elderly men had 
made their way up with a guide but it was 
too cold for them to stay out. They quickly 
disappeared into the blankets. 

During his circumambulation, the man 
saw Manav walking inside the lake (which 
was half dry and one could easily navigate 
within) collecting coins that the pilgrims 
might have offered to god when the lake 
was fuller. ‘So, Manav is the god,’ the man 
smiled to himself. 

When Manav came over with a bidi in 
his mouth, to collect the bowl of kheer, 
he asked the man as to what he thought 



Packaging

One looks at all this ‘garbage’ we’ve created and the thought that 
occurs is, ‘What is the solution’? Eco-friendly packaging materials? 
Alternatives like areca nut tree leaves (Tamul plates), banana leaf, 
bagasse, edible cutlery, etc are often discussed and they’re great but 
imagine if one of them becomes popular. We’ll then start a big industry 
around it and we’ll be running towards an areca nut crisis. We’ll cut 
down forests to create areca nut plantations and start another cycle. 

Then one comes to a conclusion that ‘reduce’ is the mantra. If our 
consumption goes down, things will automatically come to order. But 
then one also thinks that nothing can exist in the Universe without 
the consent of existence, not even plastic and garbage. A wise person 
recently asked us to ponder over this- ‘Look at the stars. Look at 
the planets. Who has made them? Who is making them? If all of the 
universe is working like clockwork, this also must be clockwork.’

So, what is the solution? Or should we even think in terms of 
‘solutions’? At a grass root level, if we all just start thinking about 
these things and ask more questions, we’ll naturally lead less wasteful 
lives (ecologically and otherwise). And the aim should only be just to 
change ourselves, others will take care of themselves. 

I stopped writing here but the mind still eggs me to go on. It doesn’t 
feel complete. There is still something incomplete. Maybe my 
understanding is incomplete. Maybe I’ve to walk more miles for this 
knot to untangle. Whatever the case maybe, staying with the questions 
always feel like the only answer we can look for. 

Love.  
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Space. Emptiness. 

When broken down, our food comprises of the five elements- 
air, fire, water, earth and the first one, space. But when we 
eat food, ‘space’ is what we miss out most of the times. We 
fill up ourselves, leaving no space. 

This is where fasting comes in. Fasting is not ‘not eating’. 
Fasting is when we provide for space in our food; an element 
which is as important as the other four. Fasting is having all 
the elements in the right proportions. 

And we’re not just talking of space in big chunks. 1 day, 3 
day, 7 day, 21 day fasts only on water or on juices are great 
and can reveal some mind boggling things about ourselves 
but even space in our everyday meals can give us great 
insights into ourselves. 

For a few days, just try and eat 75% of your stomach and 
see the results. 

We’ll realize what fasting means. What space is. 
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When Robots went 
Strawberry-picking

In early Spring 2007, I was on a transcontinental flight 
from Ottawa, Canada to Tokyo, Japan. Before boarding, 
I had had to check in an unusually large carton in the 
special checkin counter named “oversize luggage”.

When I arrived at immigration in Japan, I was beckoned 
by customs officials towards my carton. There were half 
a dozen Japanese customs officers looking with mild 
suspicion at the contents of the carton. The questions they 
asked were neutral, but asked curtly.

Inside, the carton, was a part of a disassembled 
autonomous strawberry plucker robot. I used the moment 
to double check that it was packed as well as when I had 
last seen it in Ottawa.

Soon after, they looked at my passport, and noticed that 
my nationality did not match the address markings on 
the contraption I was lugging along. Finally, the English 
speaker among them asked me where I was from. I 
carefully explained to them that I am an Indian citizen, 
working for a Canadian robotics firm, making prototype 
agricultural robots for the Japanese department of 
Agriculture. At this, their faces lit up, and they waved me 
through with a bow.

The cultural novelty of my first visit to Japan was 
tempered by the fact that I had to frantically work 
towards a “demo” deadline. While I had been working 
on the base of the robot in Ottawa, my colleagues, Dr. 
Tomohiro Kawahara, then a computer vision researcher 
Hiroshima University and Dr. Mototaka Suzuki, then 
Postdoctoral research fellow at Columbia University had 
been working on the vision arm, ultrasonic sensor and 
grasper parts of the robot. My job in Tokyo was to put it all 
together and “demo” it. For this, I needed to integrate the 
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parts, and make operate as a single machine, rather than 
multiple ones. I also had to fine-tune it and actually did 
what it was supposed to do - pluck strawberries!

When I visited the “demo” location at the Department 
of Agriculture, I was a little taken aback. It was my 
first look at aquaponics. Here were rows of strawberry 
plants set in troughs at a height of about 5 feet above 
floor level in a large greenhouse. The plants had been 
meticulously spaced and pruned (by hand). Amongst the 
foliage dangling on either side of the trough, were ripe 
strawberries, waiting for their picking by our robot. (The 
bonus of having plucked them, was of course that one was 
then entitled to eat them :-) )

The sight of the “demo venue” had me aghast, but excited 
at the same time.

Aghast, because as a child I had spent time wandering our 
rural farm in Kerala with my maternal grandfather, who 
did everything by hand. He would have thought of this 
highly industrially looking system as “unnatural”.

Excited, because I felt like I was somehow indirectly 
keeping up the family tradition in agriculture - and 
perhaps enhancing it by working with pioneering 
technology. In my mind’s eye, I envisioned the future 
of the human species - fed and clothed by armies of 
autonomous farming machines, while we humans spent 
our leisure at more interesting pursuits (little did I know 
that this was the exact pipe dream of industrialists at the 
turn of the century).



44

It’s been almost a decade since I left Tokyo and agricultural 
robots. In the meantime, I have dipped in an out of the organic 
agricultural movement - my most intimate moments were when 
Ryan Corrigan, then a volunteer at Jagori Grameen in Rakkar 
village in Himachal, took me under his wing. He later pointed me 
to Spero and Robin Latchis’ work near Bir, in Himachal. In Bir, 
as I squatted down on my haunches to harvest potatoes by hand 
(I later learned from Ryan that these were easier to harvest with 
a pitch fork), I wondered to myself if the job could be delegated 
to a robot. And if it did, what good would it do?

Wouldn’t such a robot be taking 
away the jobs and livelihoods of 
millions of ordinary farmhands? 
Would such a robot, assuming it 
functioned perfectly (not a very 
good assumption, I discovered 
during the Tokyo “demo”), be 
able to pick produce at the right 
time of growth and maturation, 
assuming it was completely 
autonomous? Wouldn’t such a 
robot be assisting in encouraging 
human isolation from the soil?

Wouldn’t this kind of farming still 
be “organic”, since the robot adapted to the environment, rather 
than the usual industrial technique of the farm being adapted 
to the farming machines? Or would it be so, since no human had 
been involved in its cultivation? Wouldn’t autonomous robot 
farming automation reduce the price of organic produce? Why 
should a hipster elite alone enjoy the produce of healthy food 
(assuming organic food is healthier)? Surely the industrially 
produced supermarket sold food (deemed unhealthy) that the 
masses aspire to buy (with freshly acquired middle class money 
and pride) would kill them all into non-existence with cancer, 
diabetes, heart disease, and the like.

As I stood up from my haunches to take a break from harvesting 
potatoes and day dreaming, my back flashed with pain. The work 
was almost literally “back breaking”. My little middleclass brain 
had a moment of private revolt. I determined to myself, that I 
would one day embark on a mission to help design autonomous 
farming robots again. And those romantic “organic farming is 
good for you” types could go to their backbreaking hell if they 
wished to - but I would gladly eat robot farmed (in identical 
technique to hand farmed) “organic” food - at a cheaper price. 
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Yes, I have come to realize that food is not just our bodily need but we 
are in a deep relationship with food. And like all other relationships, 
our food relation also goes through many changes in life.

I remember when I was a professional working woman in Delhi, my 
relationship with food was limited to the convenience, quickness and 
may be taste. As I grew, the component of nutrition also got added to 
it. But it was still largely at a very peripheral level. Or let’s put it that 
my relationship with food was just at the level of the physical body 
alone.

Then a shift happened and I moved from the hectic city life to a more 
rhythmic life with nature, and I started living on a farm and started 
doing some organic farming. Before I could realize, my relationship 
with food had completely transformed. I was touching the soil, 
sowing the seeds, watering the crop, harvesting it, preserving it, 
cleaning it and bringing it to my kitchen. It was a very fulfilling 
process, which taught me to value the food and be respectful to the 
nature for actually giving this food to me from the womb of the 
mother earth. This process brought me much closer to food and 
my relationship became much deeper. Like the Buddhist say, I was 
becoming very mindful of the food that I was growing and eating. So, 
yes now the relationship with food had gone beyond the level of the 
body to the level of the mind.

My relationship with food
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But this was not the end. As Osho says, “On the body level, the right 
food should be healthy, non-stimulating and non-violent; on the 
psychological level the mind should be in a blissful state, graceful and 
joyous; and on the soul level, there should be a feeling of gratefulness, 
gratitude towards food. And these three things make the food right 
food for us”.

So, as I started going deeper in my meditativeness and silence, I 
realized that my food relationship was transforming again. Now 
there was a reverence I was feeling for the food and not just the food 
but for the entire cosmos for providing it to me, I started to feel a 
deep sense of gratitude. Tremendous cosmic blessing is needed for a 
seed to sprout, the soil, water, winds, sun, and space, all need to work 
in tandem to transform the seed into a plant. And then the people, 
the farmer and everybody else who is part of the food system to bring 
it to our table, each needs to be thanked and be grateful towards.

Once again, the food relationship transformed and became much 
deeper and this I call the soul relationship. And now as I am 
experiencing this, the food relationship is existing at all three levels, 
at the bodily level it is very nourishing to the body and provides 
complete fulfilment, at the level of mind, it’s enriching to my mental 
zones also, it’s helping me purify my thoughts, it’s helping me 
to cultivate a more calmer mind. And at the soul level, it’s a total 
prayerfulness, a complete thankfulness and deep gratitude. So, 
yes this relationship is not just transforming but I would say it’s 
expanding, it’s inclusive and it’s divine.

And as I’m going deeper within my own self, I’m also realizing that 
food and love are deeply correlated that is why the food relationship 
exists at these three levels of each human being. I remember once 
hearing Osho on this and he said, “The first encounter of child with 
love and food is simultaneous. From the same breast, from the same 
mother, he gets food and love – food and love become associated 
in his consciousness. If the mother loves, the child will never take 
too much milk. There is no need. He is always secure in his love; he 
knows that whenever there is a need the food will come, mother will 
be there. He feels secure. But if the mother is non-loving, then he is 
insecure. Then he doesn’t know whether when he feels hungry, food 
will come, because there is no love. Now he will drink more, and this 
will continue even when he grows up”.

And with this I also realize that, like all relationships, my food 
relationship is also ever enriching, ever deepening and ever evolving.
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Seeds of thought:
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BHIKSHAAM 
DEHI
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After about a kilometer, we came across 
some lights. Moving towards it, we could 
read ‘Yogi Ram Suratkumar Ashram’ on a 
board. There was a pathway leading to a 
pandal which had dismantled in the wind. 
There wasn’t anyone in sight. Turning a 
corner, we saw a structure which looked 
like a dining area with two women outside, 
haunching besides a lot of utensils. ‘Seems 
like the kitchen,’ I said with a beaming 
smile.

We approached them and saw that there 
was plenty of food! Rice, sambhar, rasam 
and more! We showed them the vessels 
and asked for food. The women shook their 
hands and said something in a language we 
didn’t understand. We repeated and acted 
it out but in vain. They kept shaking their 
heads. We turned in another direction to 
look for someone who could understand us. 
As we walked a little further, a voice came 
from behind, ‘Yes!’ We immediately turned 
around and saw a gracious young woman in 
a saree who had walked out from the dining 
area. We communicated and she instantly 
ushered us in.

‘Ofcourse there is food for everyone. We 
generally ask devotees to eat here and not 
take back in vessels but today is different. 
Ofcourse there is food for everyone, 
always!’ The women filled our vessels by 
the heaps and we bowed in gratitude. We 
turned around in the pouring rain and 
started walking back in the direction of our 
companions. ‘Bhikshaam dehi’   

The cyclone was arriving. It was Deepam 
Day in Thiruvanamalai. A huge occasion 
in the small spiritual city, Deepam is 
when lakhs of pilgrims come to Thiru 
for a circumambulation around the holy 
Arunachala Hill and a pooja at the top of the 
hill. 

We had just arrived in town and were 
sitting in the verandah of our temporary 
home; seeing it pour and the winds whirl. 
Steadily, the intensity was increasing. 
The clouds had covered Arunachala hill 
and there was hardly any visibility. Soon, 
it became pitch dark. We were the only 
ones living in the community house at 
that point. The kitchen in the house had a 
number of utensils and some spices, but we 
couldn’t find anything which could satiate 
our hunger. But it was near Deepam and 
we were in Thiruvanamalai, no one can go 
hungry! There are plenty of ashrams around 
and the entire town is feeding one and all.

Me and my teacher decided to venture out 
with an empty cooker and a vessel to look 
for food. Walking bare feet, the moment 
our feet touched the mud, a strong sense 
of faith passed through the body. The rain 
was pouring from all directions but it didn’t 
matter. There was an inner joy. ‘Bhikshaam 
Dehi’, we chanted and walked along.
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Where it all begins

I remember a friend (who now lives in Singapore) fascinated 
on his first visit about the allocation of government built 
houses. He excitedly mentioned that the allotment is 
deliberate in ensuring that people of different cultural 
backgrounds live together (to enhance understanding 
among different cultures, and at the least to build tolerance 
towards difference). The biggest bone of contention among 
the people in these housing colonies is ‘food’. The smell of 
another’s ‘food’ that permeates their homes all the time and 
brings in a flavour that they consider alien and unpalatable. 
It’s an embrace that binds itself to the senses intimately and 
cannot even be shrugged off. He had a few funny stories to 
this effect and it was a story i loved to listen to.

Recently i heard another story to this effect from our country 
(i live in India). The story emerged when someone shared 
an experience of a women’s group meeting from village 
Boriya in Raj Peepla, Gujarat. The women were all tribal and 
part of this group called ‘Ekal Mahila Manch’. However the 
similarity between the stories ends at the difference in food 
choices and perspectives. The story was coloured with the 
menace and violence that different food choices can bring 
about. Where a mere difference that could be celebrated, 
is seeded with alienation (through social subscription to 
simplistic, selfish and damaging religio-political narrative). 
The separation  is to the extent that it can create an intent 
to terminate that, which differs. The women were talking of 
cows being killed for food and measures being taken in other 
villages to prevent the killing of cows by severely punishing 
the people who eat cow meat.

These stories helped me see how integral ‘food’ is to our 
identity; whether it’s a vegan deriding people who eat 
animal products, or a vegetarian who cannot imagine meat 
as food and finds it intolerable, or a meat eater who thinks 
not eating meat is a sign of weakness...the differences 
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are endless and we take every opportunity to widen this gap. We hold on to our choices 
(conscious or adopted) in food, religion, clothes etc., and make it the central thread of our 
being. Any choice that ruffles this thread becomes dangerous, for it threatens this identity. 
At another level this fear can be easily exploited to create divisions and disharmony.

One sees this identity, which is based in outward choices and rooted in fear, everywhere, 
and wonders if this is the nature of our being, are we born this way? I find guidance 
through this question when i look at children. And right now, i am blessed with a great 
guide in my life, my little niece who came into this world five months back. I see her and 
see a human being still bereft of a ‘Me’. Many other children were born the day she was 
born, all across the world, across cultures, to parents who are muslim, parsi, christian, 
hindu, jew... who are rural, urban, tribal... all these little beings, reflecting the beginning of 
our own life, were born with the same life force. A mother’s milk will sustain them through 
their initial months. Through her, i see that we all began the same, and we fed on the same 
food. Our primary nourishment is the rememberence of this oneness and our ability to 
love, to listen and to change. Or we risk becoming stagnant.
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On a sunny morning, by the ocean...

Mirdad has questions. A lot of them. Mostly under the surface. 
Sometimes, a few pop up and show their head. In one of those instances, 
Rignahej graced some of them.
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Mirdad: Can we look at food as medicine? How can we go about the 
healing process?

Rignahej: The person comes first. What are her beliefs, what is her faith 
system? What makes her this unique person, different from anyone 
else? That is what really constitutes a person. Healing a person has to 
begin with knowing the person, knowing what keeps her alive. There’s 
this deep faith which keeps us going. Even at a cellular level, each cell 
trusts the other cell and as a result, one part of a body can completely 
rely on the other part which in turn allows this body of ours, a miracle, 
to function. Knowing this faith is the first step in any healing process. 
Without this, we’re just scratching the surface; perhaps not even 
scratching the correct surface.

Any type of generalisation falls apart when you talk of healing a human 
body. Yes, there might be some indications we can take from experience 
but each human being is a miracle in herself or himself.

Mirdad: Is food really composed of just various components?

Rignahej: We break down food into various components like protein, 
carbohydrate, vitamin and the rest but if we think instinctively, can the 
sum of parts ever be greater than the whole? The whole always has this 
flavour of unity which its parts alone cannot have. There are instances 
of people living on a certain food all their lives. For example, an Indian 
body builder won the Mister Universe contest on a diet of rice and rice 
kanji only. Our bodies have the capacity to change one constituent of 
food into another but only experience or a glimpse of the experience can 
bring faith in this knowing. And in this knowing, the ‘Manomaya Kosha’ 
plays the biggest role. It’s all really because of that. Whenever we’re 
told of a vitamin deficiency, our mind immediately co-relates anything 
wrong in the body with that deficiency. And taking a few tablets, we’ll 
also feel better but in many cases, a placebo effect has taken place. This 
is good and bad at the same time (like almost every other thing). It 
surely cures that particular ailment for the time being but it may lead to 
something else in some other form pretty soon. And this is the power of  
‘Manomaya Kosha’. It can make us believe and do anything.

Mirdad: Manomaya...

Rignahej: Death is also in effect, ‘change’. There is no physical reason 
for a person to die. It’s just like me wanting to walk from my room to 
the garden. So is it with the body, the life force just changes its position 
from one room to the other. It links back to faith. There is this faith and 
the intention to keep that faith alive. Over a period of time, that intent 
dissolves or starts to change form. And this is when the body starts to 
collapse. And faith moves. Death happens. Change comes about. All is 
consciousness.   
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Hariji ki chidiya, Hariji ka khét, 
khao ri chidiya, bhar bhar pét.
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It is said that this is a story from the childhood of Shri Guru Nanak 
Dev.

As the story goes, one day, the child Nanak was asked by his father, 
to go and watch over the fields. It was expected of him to protect the 
about ripe grains from becoming food of the birds. Nature being his 
abode, the child happily trotted off towards the fields and placed 
himself on the machan, adjoining the big mango tree. He sang to 
himself in the delight of being part of this beautiful nature. Soon, his 
singing was joined in by the chirping of innumerable birds of the land. 
They sang in unison, the child and the birds, even as some of the birds 
felt hungry and started feeding on the grains from the field.

The child himself had started feeling hungry. And this feeling of 
hunger made him understand what the birds were going through. In 
this moment, a song started forming in his heart and in delight and 
love, he sang

 

 The birds ate their fill from the field and the child ate his from the 
food that was packed by his mother. It was a beautiful day and as 
evening came, he went home, running and dancing in happiness.

This child when he grew up, said that everything is living (rocks, 
sand, mosquitoes, humans, all insects, all animals, microorganisms... 
everything) and is made out of the same fabric, for without a fabric 
no piece of cloth can be. We have different names for this fabric but 
the fabric is beyond names and beyond a beginning and an end, it is 
endless, its infinite... one may have any form, a shirt, a kurta, it doesn’t 
matter, we are the fabric that makes us...

He also started an ‘everyone’s kitchen’ (langar) where anyone and 
everyone can make food together and eat together. This food is called 
“prasad”, an offering from god to us, an offering from us to god.



So long you consider yourself the body, you see the world as external.
- Ramana Maharshi


	_GoBack

