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F o o d 
K a t h a

Mrinal Pande

Tropical 'Kela' must have been a new fruit for Aryans

travel

Banana, but not 
from the vedas 

Murli Menon

The shapad at 
Palakkad railway 
station is the best 
food I have ever 

eaten at a railway 
cafeteria in India. After 
enjoying the red matta 
rice with injipuli (ginger 
curry with tamarind), I 
boarded a local bus to 
Karripode village 15 
kilometres away. 

I always prefer to take the Konkan Rail 
rather than fly to Coimbatore airport, as 
nostalgic memories of  olan, kalan, ishtu (stew 
in Malayalam) remind me of  my childhood 
train journeys and food memories of  the 
famous Olavakode railway cafeteria at 
Olavakode junction, rechristened Palakkad 
Junction in recent years. 

I checked into Anthure Homestay at 
Karripode as it is the only option for tourists, 
who want to visit parakund. We enjoyed a 
vegan breakfast of  idlis with coconut chutney 
tempered with curry leaves and mustard seeds. 
I dug into traditional Kerala 
delicacies like elisseri 
(pumpkin cooked in a coconut 
gravy) and sambar with  hot 
dosas at Manikutty's 
thattukada at Adicherra, 
before trekking to the hilltop 
at Kunnankadu forests for  
a bird’s eye view of   
the greenery.

Karripode village on the 
fringes of  the Neliampathy 
Hills took less than 30 minutes 
from Palakkad. 

I passed the historical 
village of  Chittur along the 
way and was welcomed by a 
group of  cattle egrets flying in 
formation. I soon found 
myself  in the middle of  thick 
evergreen forests and verdant 
rice fields surrounded by 
endless rows of  coconut trees, 
with no habitation in sight as far as eye  
could see.

After thirty minutes of  cruising through the 
jungle in an open jeep, I saw a large water body 
in the distance. I was informed by my guide 
that the water body is not a lake but a fresh 
water spring surrounded by rocks. The water 
was crystal clear. 

I drove to the edges of  this giant lake to find 
hundreds of  birds. It is a pleasure to watch a 
multitude of  colourful birds at close quarters, 
as they flock to the edge of  the water.  The 
water is shallow and swampy and boating is not 
possible, so one had to be content watching the 
birds from a distance. However, the deep blue 
sky, reflected in the crystal clearness of  the 

waters was a joy to 
behold. Watching the 
crimson sunset over the 
parakund (In Malayalam 
'para' means rock and 
'kund' is pond) was 
equally memorable.

I ventured deeper into 
the jungle to spot the 
Giant Malabar 
Squirrel.  After an 

hour of  driving through 
the jungle I could see a 

glimpse of  this magnificent creature. Giant 
Malabar Squirrels are black in colour but have 
two large elliptical brown spots, one on each 
side of  their body which makes them look 
incredibly attractive to behold. The squirrels 
live on peepal trees and use their sharp teeth 
to eat mangoes, papayas and jackfruits.

Giant Malabar Squirrels are shy creatures 
and disappear at great speed on hearing the 
sound of  approaching humans.  Hence the ideal 
strategy to spot these gentle and shy friends, is 
to alight a short distance away and stealthily 
walk towards them in a non- menacing way and 

shoot with the zoom lens.
Karripode, situated on the 

border with Tamil Nadu is a 
sanctuary for the Giant 
Malabar Squirrel and several 
other colourful birds like the 
Malabar Hornbill. This 
extraordinary area gets partly 
inundated by about two feet 
of  water in the monsoon 
months (July-September). 
Once below sea level, this 
area was raised by earth 
movements which cut it off  
from the Eastern Ghats. 

It was broken up by later 
earth movements into flat 
farmlands (where people can 
be seen growing matta rice) 
and higher grounds with 
sandy, salt-free soil. The 
Giant Malabar Squirrel 
depends on the thorny scrub 

of  the higher ground area for its feed. The 
other wildlife at Karripode includes blue bull, 
wolves, hyenas, desert foxes, jackals, wild-cats, 
and caracals.

I took a dip in Therukolam, the golden lake, 
where all temples of  Karripode hid their gold 
underwater, after Karpaswamy (family diety of  
the village) protected the gold from Tipu 
Sultan’s army by dropping the gold into the 
middle of  the lake in large treasure chests, 
protected by bhutatans (ghosts), who are 
rumoured to protect the treasure to this very 
day, as narrated by the locals.

(Murli Menon is a travel writer, stress 
management consultant and author based  

in Ahmedabad)

Coined by O. Henry in a 1904 
collection of  short stories, 
the term ‘Banana republic’ 
referred to the central 

American country of  Honduras, 
which exported bananas to the US. 
The term denotes a small country 
hopelessly dependent on the export 
of  usually a single natural resource 
and allowing it to be controlled by 
foreign interests.

The craze for the tropical fruit in 
the United States created Banana bar-
ons and magnates, who controlled the 
politics and economics of  Honduras 
and exploited the people. Two 
American companies, Cuyamel Fruit 
and United Fruit, fuelled the craze. 
Cuyamel was one of  the ancestors of  
Chiquita Brands International, which 
still sells bananas. 

Those who wish to replace all 
‘alien’ words in Hindi with Sanskrit 
words, may be upset to learn that the 
Sanskrit word for a ‘holy’ fruit like 
banana: Mocha and Kadali (father of  
the Hindi term Kela) are not from the 
Vedas. They are from the tribal 
Mundari language. Mundari was 
spoken by tribal inhabitants of   
India long before Vedic Aryans  
made their way into the northern 
hinterland. 

The tropical Kela must have been 
a new fruit for them. Anyway, they 

loved all three varieties, the sweet, 
brackish (Kashay) and the slightly 
bitter. The Mundari names, Kadali 
and Mocha became part of  the 
Sanskrit lexicon and gradually came 
to be associated as a fruit dear to  
god Vishnu. 

The name Banana came from 
Africa, meaning a single finger or 
toe. This term arrived in America 
and Europe with slaves and 
colonisers and banana seeds. The 
(British) word plantain is adopted 
from Spanish colonisers. Plantano  
in Spanish means planta or a 
spreading leaf. 

In India the Musas species of  
bananas came from Malaya and 
Australia. By the 15th century 
bananas were also being cultivated 
in Cyprus, courtesy the Portuguese. 

Spanish traders from Africa 
introduced it in Spain in the 16th 
century while Portuguese sailors 
took it to the South Americas. As 
they colonized tropical countries 
starting from Jamaica, the 
Portuguese started cultivating 
bananas in Latin America in large 
farms using slave labour. Till as late 
as the Victorian period, bananas 
were not widely known in Europe or 
US;but today bananas grown in the 
USA have international brands like 
Chiquita and Dole.

Bananas arrived in India early. 
Buddhist monks were permitted 

to eat the green bananas, not the 
ripe ones which might have had 
insects hiding within. Indian 
Ayurveda classifies banana as 
healthy but cold food that controls 
bile (Pitta).

Foreign visitors to India were 
struck by the widespread use of  
bananas of  various varieties, 
especially in Kerala, where as in 
Caribbean cuisine, bananas are used 
for both sweet and savory dishes, 
fried into chips and fried in batter. 
Kerala style plantain chips fried in 
coconut oil and fresh banana fritters 
are popular snacks and desserts from 
south east Asia to England today. 

Banana hearts are used as an 
exotic vegetable in Bengal and 
Assam. There are references to great 
mystic seer Chaitanya Mahaprabhu 
being served ‘Thod’ a delicacy 
prepared out of  the heart of  the 
banana stem. The flavour is said to 
be close to artichoke hearts and 
considered a great delicacy in 
Bengal. In Bengal Mochar Ghonto, 
curried heart of  banana flower, and 

fish steamed with mustard paste and 
juice of  Gondhoraj variety of  lemons 
are also delicacies. 

Banana leaves being large, 
flexible and waterproof, make for 
ideal and disposable food plates. 
They are traditionally used in India 
for serving food, particularly on holy 
occasions and within temples. Being 
biodegradable and available 
everywhere in plenty, washed 
properly, they are also a more 
hygienic way of  serving cooked food 
than badly washed dishes in eateries. 

While in the north bananas are 
eaten mostly as fruit or as offering to 
gods, down south the green varieties 
are used to make various delicacies 
like Avialand a sweet dish called 
Koaleputtu, a mash of  ripe bananas, 
roast rice powder, jaggery and 
wedges of  coconut all steamed 
together in banana leaf  packages, to 
be eaten hot or cold. The tender core 
of  the banana tree trunk is also used 
in curries in Kerala, Burma and 
North Eastern states in India. 

Umpteen number of  songs have 
been sung and composed about 

bananas even as failed republics 
have come to be known as Banana 
Republics(majority of  them being 
Latin American ones). 

Bananas are an inalienable part 
of  traditional Indian life. Weddings 
to the recitation of  Hari Katha or 
Satya Narayan Katha are incomplete 
without the Kadali Stambh (banana 
tree trunks serving as pillars for a 
canopy). But in Thailand it is 
believed that ghostly spirits reside in 
a banana tree and manifest 
themselves as beautiful women. To 
prevent them from appearing, a silk 
cloth is tied around banana trees.

In Uttarakhand the autumn 
festival season is kickstarted by the 
fair to the hill goddess Nanda Devi, 
protectress of  the area. Legend 
associates her with banana groves 
where she and her sister sought 
shelter from a predatory demon 
buffalo. They later killed the demon 
Durga-like, but as a gesture of  
thanksgiving to the grove, each year 
the local artisans craft their images 
from banana tree trunks which are 
immersed after being worshipped for 
nine straight days at her temple  
in Almora. 

The Mahabharata also talks of  a 
kingdom high up in the Himalayas 
called Kadali Vana. It was ruled 
entirely by women who had barred 
entry to men. Legend has it that 
Matsendranath, a great Yogi and 
musician, somehow gained entry 
into this exotic feminist heaven and 
got completely enraptured. It took 
his disciple Gorakhnath a long 
journey from the plains into Nepal 
before he was prised away from the 
enticing Kadal Desh.  

(The writer is Group Editorial 
Advisor of  National Herald)

the Great 
Malabar 
Squirrel

Ever since cinema was invented at the turn of  the 19th 
century, there has been an ongoing debate whether films 
must cater exclusively to that abstract notion of  
‘entertainment’ or whether they must reflect at least a 

vestige of  the reality. 
As it happens, the most unerasable films have sought to 

present both elements, outside the world of  documentaries of  
course. Currently, the Indian reality is the unnecessarily 
prolonged time of  over a year taken by the central government 
to answer the protests of  farmers and repeal certain laws. 

According to guesstimates more than 60 percent of  the 
nation’s 1.3 billion people still depend primarily on agriculture 
for their livelihood. For years now, debts and bankruptcies have 
been driving farmers to high rates of  suicide.

Uncannily, in November this year, Tamil film Jai Bhim 
directed by T.J. Gnanavel, proved to be prescient, vivifying the 
age-old exploitation of  the Irulu Dalit tribe labour force, hired 
at a pittance by landowners to control the infestation of  rats and 
poisonous snakes in the farm and fields. 

Culled from the true life-story of  Justice K. Chandru 
(enacted in a younger avatar by Suriya) who strove for securing 
justice for the workers, the dramaturgy focused on the 
helplessness of  a pregnant woman 
(excellently portrayed by Lijomol 
Jose) whose husband has been 
arbitrarily imprisoned. 
Fashioned in the conventional 
framework of  mainstream 
cinema – with melodrama, 
stirring dialogue and shock 
tactics – Jai Bhim highlighted the 
potential of  populist endeavours 
to blast the lid off  deeply-
entrenched social inequities. 

The question is whether there 
will be many more such exposes, 
given the hopefully reformist 
repercussions of  the farmers’ 
protests. Clearly, documentaries 
are already in the works, an ideal 
reference point for which could 
well be journalist P. Sainath’s 
documetary Nero’s Guests (2009), 
which discussed the tragedy of  
farmer suicides.

Fortuitously there have been recallable attempts to focus on 
rural unrest, right from the pre-Independence era. Two 

prominent examples: are Moti Gidwani’s Kisan Kanya (1939), 
on debt-burdened farmers derived from a story by Saadat 
Hasan Manto, and K.A. Abbas’ debut-making Dharti Ke Lal 
(1946) which tracked the Bengal famine of  1943. Unfortunately, 
these have been largely forgotten since they didn’t find a 
receptive audience during the tumultuous final phase of  the 
freedom struggle. 

Post-Independence, with optimism high, the attempt was to 
emphasise that the traditional rural system could co-exist with 
the Nehruvian ideal of  industrialiastion. There would be 
insurmountable obstacles but they could be overcome with 
resilience and pragmatism, as best exemplified by Bimal Roy’s 
Do Bigha Zamin (1959), in which a farmer family played by 
Balraj Sahni and Nirupa Roy, aspired to save their little acre 
from a mill owner. 

Influenced by Vittorio De Sica’s neo-realist The Bicycle 
Thieves, here’s a certified classic which still rings true. Two 
years before that, Mehboob Khan had premiered his epic  
Mother India, in which a single mother combated a lecherous 
money-lender. 

Characters had to be either white (virtuous) or black (evil) 
then. Going against the norm, Khan presented one of  the sons 

(Sunil Dutt) of  the eponymous mother in strong grey shades, 
thus investing a certain complexity and depth. The director had 
never been quite satisfied with his earlier offering Mother 
(1940), and vastly improved the original with Mother India – 
incidentally its plot premise was to be rejigged within an urban 
backdrop by the Salim-Javed scripted Deewaar (1975), which 
created the ‘angry young man’ sobriquet for Amitabh Bachchan. 

Literary sources were tapped by Heera Moti (1959) directed by 
Krishen Chopra. Inspired by a Munshi Premchand story, it 
narrated the plight of  a farming couple (Balraj Sahni-Nirupa 
Roy) who must save their oxen from a tyrannical zamindar. And 
there was Trilok Jetley’s Go-Daan (1963), with Raaj Kumar and 
Kamini Kaushal, also adapted from a Premchand story, which 
sided with the tillers of  the land, embellished with music by 
Pandit Ravi Shankar.

There is scant information, however, about Hindustan 
Hamara (1950), featuring Dev Anand and directed by the 

German filmmaker Paul Zils. It is doubtful whether the print 
still exists. As the years rolled, farmers for a considerable 
length of  time were presented as heroes with an indomitable 
never-give-up spirit. 

The public favourite turned out to be Manoj Kumar’s 1967 
colourful musical Upkar (which amplified prime minister Lal 
Bhadur Shastri’s ‘Jai Jawan! Jai Kisan’ slogan). After this there 
was a lull, with the 1970s focusing on vendetta and showdowns, 
packed if  not with Bachchan then with the most marketable 
actors on the scene. 

Intermittently, there have been Dulal Guha’s Dharti Kahe 
Pukaar Ke (1969), Ashutosh Gowariker’s Lagaan (2001), Anusha 
Rizvi’s Peepli Live (2010) and Nila Madhab Panda’s Kadvi Hawa 
(2017). In the off-mainstream sphere, the two most striking films 
on the conditions of  the rural have-nots, are Satyajit Ray’s 
Ashani Sanket (1973), a throwback to the Great Famine of  1943 
in Bengal during World War II. Ray’s most strenuous work, it 
has been listed in the New York Times Guide to the Best 1,000 
Films. Shyam Benegal’s Manthan (1976) is also enshrined in 
memory, with Smita Patil’s bravura perfomance in the retelling 
of  the story of  the setting up of  a milk cooperative in Anand, 
Gujarat. It was crowd-funded by 50,000 people who donated  
Rs. 2 each. 

To be sure, there are scores of  films on the ‘haq’ of  farmers. 
My aim is not to make a listicle at all. Neither is it humanly 
possible to access them all. The point is that with the repeal of  
the farm laws, there’s so much scope for relevant content, today, 
be it in cinema or on streaming platforms. 

Honestly, it’s time to return to the roots.
(The writer is a veteran film critic based in Mumbai)

rural unrest

time to look 
back to the roots
haven’t we had enough of outer space gremlins, 
assorted ghosts, mafia dons, terrorists, media creeps, 
disco deewanes and smalltown smarties? Cinema has 
so much more to show of the indian ‘reality’ today

r e a l i t y 
C i n e M a

Khalid MohaMed 


