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[ ) REAKING bread toge-
b ther” is more than just a

Jcliche — when people
gather together to celebrate a wed-
ding or discuss a political agenda,
it is almost guaranteed that food
will be provided. So when some of
us ‘choose to go against society’s
eating norms, it’s a challenge to
social order. In their most extreme
forms, changing attitudes to food
seek to reshape the world with
gentle anarchy, a kind of civil dis-
obedience.

“Tt’s not hard to find people who
have decided to change their phi-
losophy of food. Though it’s
teffipting to dismiss the phenom-
enon as a part of the “food fad”
movement bornin America — the
glorification of oat bran, the de-
monisation of dairy products —
the movements here choose to lay
cl4im to an older heritage. For the
past seven years, Saraswati Na-
khua and some of her friends have
beéeti drinking pearls dissolved in
vinegar every morning — “like
Cleopatra of ancient Egypt” — as
away of regenerating their bodies.

Vijaya Venkat, whose philoso-

phies transcend such a piecemeal
approach to nutrition — she runs
thé Health Awareness Centre,
which is dedicated to offering a
cotfiprehensive world-view con-
necting “food, health, ecology,
employment and women’s role”
— volubly of returning to
“the-methods of the ancients”,
which modern society has ne-
gletted. Similarly, Anwar Ali
KL%:’ creative director of an ad-
vertising agency, argues that the
modern definition of health and
diséase has become skewed: “In
ancient China, you would pay doc-
tors to keep you well, and you’d
stop paying them if ever you fell
ill.”’ So, for him, his daily bread —
or rather, his daily dal, since his
diet denies him bread — is the
proverbial ounce of prevention.

‘Khan’s diet denies him many

ings, including beer, wine, ap-
ples and oranges. “So I discovered
that there are two types of him-
ger,” he explained. “Subsistence
hunger and gratification hunger.
Sifice I can eat as much as I want, I
don’t experience subsistence hun-
ger, but I've come to know the lat-
tet”very well.” Experiencing a
craving which he ignores gives
him, he freely admits, a sense of
moral superiority. “There’s a
nioral elegance about being on a
diet.” His attitude is not unlike
that of ancient Greece, where the
regimen encouraged health of
character as well as of body by de-
fying the tyranny of the tastebuds!
This must explain why no one, in
all the concern for ancient practi-
ces, has gone back to ancient
Rome of Epicurean times. Glut-
tony is neither elegant nor moral.

_Jehangir Palkhivala, one of
t’s most ardent disciples,

T out that people have to

ge some of their most basic
gmpﬁons about food. “Thelast
me I ate chicken, I thought,
SWell, I'm eating it because I like

#>— but then I thought, “What is
liking?’ It s nothing but habit, and
jtrefying flesh should have no
place in my intestines.” Or, as

nkat avowed, “Food prepared
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Defying the tyranny
of the tastebuds

What makes people shun the pleasures of chicken and chocolate and
voluntarily go on diets of sugarcane juice and green idlis made of
sprouts? Ashwini Sukthankar meets some of Mumbai’s food faddists

and finds out about this new health-food trend
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Anwar Ali Khan beginning his three-course meal of coconut water,
lime juice and sugarcane juice

Amah Mukerjee: away from the
piz_za-pasta culture

without hurting Mother Earth will
not hurt you.” On the other hand,

‘dietitian Anjali Mukerjee, whose

scientific approach to food is also
flourishing in this newly conscious
era, refuses to let moral considera-
tions play any part in her prescrip-
tions. While Venkat and Palkhi-
vala comfortably advocate a holis-
tic view of nutrition that is univer-
sally applicable, Mukerjee is inter-
ested only in diet, which she tailors
to suit the individual. So, for that
matter, does Khan’s doctor, the
Kerala-based Manik Hirananda-

ni. “He’s an iridiologist,” accord-
ing to Khan. “He peers at your
eyeballs and works out a diet for
you.”

Khan fasts for one month out of -

every year: “For a week, I have
nothing but lime juice, sugarcane

juice and coconut water., Then

there’s three weeks on a minima-
listic diet: rice, dal, no salt, no spi-
ces.” In terms of content, it’s not
unlike Venkat’s health food
dabbas, which she sends to people
around the city. Her food contains
no dairy products, no animal pro-
;lt;ﬁs, no oil and no processed

The difference is that the scien-
tific approach of Khan or Muker-
jee is oriented towards a specific
goal — weight loss, or higher en-
ergy levels. For Venkat and Pal-
khivala, this is a way of life. And
unlike scientific practice, it in-
volves trusting your instincts, not
your intelligence. For Venkat, the
revelations about health came
when she became a mother. “I
went by my children’s instincts,

deciding that if they liked it, it was

good. If they rejected it, it was bad.
Thus I tuned my own instincts.”

Agreed Palkhivala: “You don’t
have to think, you just have o be
open enough for your body to
change. I used to love mashed po-
tato, but now, if I have just a cou-
ple of spoonfuls, I start feeling
sick.”

Palkhivala, when he opened the
door of his home to be intervie-
wed, had just made a batch of idlis
without grain or fermentation.
They were made of sprouts, and,
though green to look at, they were
surprisingly light  and frothy.
“Fermentation should take place
within the body, rather than artifi-
cially outside it. And grain is the.
pits, it actually creates disease.”"
Palkhivala has developed a verbal
shorthand to accompany his life-
style — it is disorienting to hear
him talk about “trying to avoid

“ cooked; I can be comfortably raw

Jehangir Palkhlvala; eomfbﬁ#ﬁly
raw

for weeks at a time”.

Palkhivala is so committed to
his beliefs that he has few qualms
about altering social norms to ac-
commodate them. So, although he
did not attempt to argue with the
assertion that much social contact
is dependent on food, he added
tranquilly: “Frankly, I would like
to have less contact with people
thanIdo — I want to spend more
time with just the wife and kids.”
Khan, on the other hand, is all too
alive to the social sacrifices invol-
ved. “Being on a diet makes you an
extremely unsociable person,” he
complained. “‘So many personal
transactions are done over food.
Which means that either youdon’t
meet people for a month, or yousit
around drinking lime juice.” Mu-
kerjee’s methods, however, offer a
practical solution to the dilemma:
“You can go to a restaurant and
order spaghetti. All you have todo
is ask for the pasta, sauce and
cheese to be served separately.”
She believes that in the social
world of eating, you can have your
cake and eat it too.

Palkhivala realises that as his
son and daughter get to a school-

going age, they will be under enor-
mous pressure to conform with
their peers’ eating habits. “We
would never refuse our children
anything,” he insisted. “If my
daughter sees chocolate, we try to
distract her, but if that doesn’t
work, we let her have a little.” He
acknowledges the need to adapt a
little in order to achieve a slight
compromise between that indefin-
able thing called “liking” and the
desire to be healthy. So, in the Pal-
khivala household, ice-cream is
made by peeling bananas, freezing
them, and tossing them into a dry
grinder for a few seconds. Or
strawberries are sometimes served
with a “cream’ made by blending
cashewnuts and apple juice. But
Palkhivala is not happy with the
idea of compromise as a long-term
solution. “We love this stuff, so
we'd like to make it in healthy
ways, but only until we stop crav-
ing it altogether.”

But for Venkat, adapting tradi-
tional cuisine is an integral part of
her philosophy of going back to
the.ancient ways. She concocts a
kulfi entirely out of fruit pulp, for
example. “Most of the dishes 1
make are traditional dishes,” she
said. “But the ingredients and
method of preparing are differ-
ent.” In her own way, Mukerjee,
100, is a cultural purist. ““We need
to pull people out of the pizza-pas-
ta culture,” she declared vehe-
mently. “The basic Indian diet is
very healthy, but it’s the addition
of over-processed things from
‘Western culture, like refined flour
and oil, which make it unhealthy.”

Khan, however, baulks alittleat

discussing the philosophy behind

his dietary practices. “I have al-

ways considered people on a diet
to be faddists — they talk about

their bowel movements in detail! I

still feel that way, I hate to be seen

as ‘that kind of person’.” And in-

deed, it is hard for most of us to
identify ourselves as “that kind of

person”, to adopt all the lifestyle

changes that accompany many of
the new philosophies of food.

There are exceptions, like on€

of Venkat’s recent converts, Mar-
yann Gandikota. She was recently
diagnosed with terminal cancer,
and was given 13 months to live.
She became involved with Venkat
less than a week ago, reacting
against the invasive medicine
which was treating her like lots of
little parts. “They wanted to re-,
move some of my organs as though
they were my enemies.” For her,
the holistic views of Venkat are a
gratifying change. “I know what
radiation has done to my lympha-
tic nodes, my immune system, my
blood. And if she has an answer,
I’'m willing to take it.”

But not all of us want to devote
our lives to a system. For those

who do not want to alter their en- .
tire world-view along with their -

diet, Venkat’s health food dabbas
are probably not the ideal option:
“The portions were tiny, and it
didn’t taste very good,” criticised
one woman who had briefly tried
it. In a culture where our lives are
organised around food, it’s only
the brave, the few and the privile-
ged who can afford to reshape a re-
lationship we take for granted. m.

%H’F Aireotinneg ta Niranian

Shriram Vernekar

BNt e EN e Ny

[ o




