Waiter, There’s an Economist in My Soup!

Tale one Bengall Nobel |aureate and one French lustrator. Stir them in a cookbook and make them talk about food. Add salt and serve

ANUVAB PAL
e
As Christmas nears, and families
gather for meals, it is not ofien they
reach for a cookbook written by & No-
bellaureate, And yet, that's what [did
when | bought Cooking to Save Your
Lifie by Abhijit V Baneriee with illus-
trations by Chayvenne Olivier.

Given I can herely cook to save my
life, I reached out to Banerjee and O1i-
vier. We were on Zoom and he was in
Boston. A chat with him proved that
he can solve world poverty and make
an excellent tomato soup at the same
time.

Anuvah Pal: The book is very funny
You write about the evolotion of
chicken tikks masals where it is put
in bread to make ‘the vilest sandwich
you heve ever eaten'. Please elabo-
Tats.

AbhijitV Banerjes: Preta Mangerin
Britain has & chicken tikka masalas
sandwich. The mediocre British ba-
guette filled with a thin sauce and
pieces of chicken breast is my nadir
Theresnothing in it Ilike, borderline
edible.

AP: Chicken isa toughmeat.

AV B: Use the thigh. Or wings, Wings
will inke any beating. That's why the

Americans turn it into a vile thing
called buffalo wings.

AP Your book is organised hike a
meal.

AVE: We wanted people to construet
meals. | think in meals, not dishes.
Sometimes you can have a great dish,
but if vou serve foie gras with daal,
for example... [laughs]

AP: Several Bengali food character-
istics pop up in the book. For exam-
pla, when a Bengali person says
please eal some daal snd rice, he al-
ways means fish.

AVE: If you want justdaal and bhaat
in Bengal, you will be disappointed
every time, Bengalis love todownplay
what they are about to offer.

AP: You mention a Bengali uncle
known for a lependary meat dish. An
uncle who hoasts but never cooks. A
mythical stereotype...

AVE: 1 grew up around a lot of Ben-

gali short stories around meal disas-
tors.

AP: ITove Bengali wedding catering
negotiations where the convorsation
is gluttonous, fatmlistic and budget-
driven. The wedding party tells the
caterer, "How will the wedding hap-
pen without large prawns?

AVH: When | was a kid there wasa
formula. Weddings hod to have rui
machh kaliz or korma. Sweetish.
Suddenly, it was ok to serve paneer in
a Chinese way Now, there's a revival
of old Bengali. Indian weddings fora
while had global aspirations: a pasta
‘station,’a chant ‘station.”

AF: How are the illustrations in the
book so shstract but so accurate. A
pork chop drawing is three lines,
looks nothing likea pork chop, but ex-
actly like it.

Chayenne Olivier: Sometimes Indi-
an dishes can almost be like an ab-

Tagore would bring sandesh, Sartre low-fat

salad, Napoleon
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definitely meat, he's macho

% i -

stract painting.

AVE: When I was at JNU, there were
several dishes [ would call UFO - Uni-
dentified Fried Objects.

AP: What do you say was the favou-
ritedish of economist Karl Marx?

ANVE: Wiener schnitzel. With nicely
fatty potatoes. I'm just stereotyping.

AP the following French and Ben-
gali legends came to g potlock dinner
hosted by the two of you, who would
bring what? Satyajit Roy, Rabindre-
nath Tegore, Napoleon Bonaparte
and Jean Paul Sartre?

AVB: They are so proper. Ray wonld
probably bring thin chicken curry
delicale, tasty bloodlese. Tepore
would bring sandesh. Sartre would
bringa low-fat salad. Nepoleon would
definitely bring meat. He'smacho.

AP What would you cook for the In-
dian PM and RBI governor?

AVE: I've been asked this before. 1
would cook Bengali vegetarian food.

AP: The French and Bengalis are ve-
ry opinionated. They often think ev-
ery other food sand culture is unso-
phisticated. Is that the bond between
the French and the Bengalis?

C0: What unites us is that we con-
stantly talk about food belore eating
it,duringeatingit. and afereating it.

AP: My last gquestion. Every part of
India thinks thov have the best biryas-
ni. Calcuttave Hyderahad vs Sindh vs
Kashmiri vs Delhi vs Lucknow Tell
us, you with your great intellect,
which is the best biryani and let's end
the debate forever

AVE: I won't end the debate. Some-
times you need a big bung biryani, or
a small bang biryani. The most deli-
cious thing about the Caleutts birya-
niis the potato. A mestorpiece!
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