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Foodyatra
MOVEABLE FEAST BHUBANESWAR

A bright haul at Market Four. Facing 
page: two's company at Lingaraj Lassi   

SOITY BANERJEE GETS A TASTE OF THE  FAMILIAR AND THE ECCENTRIC 
IN ORISSA'S CAPITAL. PHOTOGRAPHS BY SANDIPAN CHATTERJEE
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S, m
y appetite and tw

o w
ell-

m
asticated bones of contention: one, rosogolla is 

O
riya by descent, and tw

o, oorey thakurs (Brah-
m

in cooks, a m
ajority of w

hom
 crossed over from

 
Bhadrak on the border to M

idnapur and eventually to 
K

olkata in the nineteenth century) taught B
engalis how

 
to cook.  I had heard the w

ar trum
pets blow

 a m
illion 

tim
es back hom

e in T
ollygunge—

the duel deadlier w
ith 

each course. A
nd it is through this m

uddy prism
 of 

shared food histories and quarrels that I began to see 
O

riya food. W
e w

ere on a food hunt in Bhubanesw
ar and 

I w
as prejudiced.  

N
atural osm

osis. N
eighbours w

ho shared their reci-
pes over centuries and forgot to copyright the paanch 
phutan, I surm

ised. O
r file a patent for pitha, puli and, 

crucially, for rosogolla. Joined at the hip, B
engal w

as a 
key cohort. T

he tw
o w

ere even banded together in the 
national anthem

: U
tkala-B

anga. Yet in its 2,500 years of 
recorded history, O

rissa had im
bibed foreign flavours 

and shared its ow
n w

ith m
ore sources than fish in the 

M
ahanadi and colours in a Sam

balpuri silk. M
aritim

e 
trade links w

ith South and Southeast A
sia; ruling 

dynasties of B
uddhists, Jains, Saivites or Vaishnavites, 

each w
ith its ow

n religious proclivity for am
isa (non-

vegetarian) or niram
isa (vegetarian); generations w

ho 
m

igrated to and from
 B

engal, A
ssam

, Bihar, central and 
southern India; and regions aligned until 1947 as the 
M

adras Presidency.
C

learly I had over-valued the influence of B
engal. N

ot 
unlike m

y clan of self-proclaim
ed gourm

ands, w
hose 

culinary peram
bulation on the annual pilgrim

age to 
Puri ends at a D

ada-B
oudi’r or M

ashi’r H
otel. I discover 

now
 that O

riya food is not the regurgitated, bastardised 
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Clockw
ise 

from
 left: 

bhog at A
nant 

Vasudev 
tem

ple; on its 
w

ay to being 
blessed; and 
thalis at 
D

alm
a

m
ush I had taken it for. Its restraint in spices, rustic yet 

understated flavours, w
ere becom

ing of the state’s rich 
culinary past—

a past that still sim
m

ers in the earthen 
pots of rice, dals and vegetable curries of chappan 
bhog served as m

ahaprasad at the Lingaraj or Jagannath 
tem

ples. Yet w
e don’t know

 nearly as m
uch about O

riya 
food as w

e do, say, about Punjabi, G
ujarati, B

engali, M
a-

layali or A
ndhra cooking, all of w

hich have found their 
w

ay to the com
m

unal tables of the great Indian m
etro.

Fortunately for Bhubanesw
ar, D

alm
a (9238459237) 

on Sachivalaya M
arg is attem

pting to do w
hat R

ajd-
hani did for G

ujarati food and O
h! C

alcutta for B
an-

gla ranna. B
ut it’ll be a w

hile before they expand their 
current brood of six—

in Bhubanesw
ar, R

ourkela, 
B

angalore and D
elhi—

to taste pan-Indian success. U
ntil 

then, find your w
ay to the youngest shrine in tow

n for 
a sunshine-yellow

 m
elam

ine thali (`70) of dalm
a (dal 

cooked w
ith vegetables), rice, kanika (sw

eetened 
rice), besara (vegetables cooked in m

ustard paste) 
or ghanto (tem

pered w
ith paanch phutan), khata (spicy, 

sw
eet chutneys), potato bharta, kheeri (rice pudding) 

and bari chura, a notable curiosity of this coy cuisine 
that can outshine an entire m

eal. Sm
all lentil dum

p-
lings sun-dried, fried till crisp, crushed and tem

pered 
w

ith garlic and spices, or laced w
ith m

ustard oil, finely 
chopped onions and green chillies, w

edged som
ew

here 
betw

een bhel and dal podi. 
T

he non-veg thalis (`85–130) are pared dow
n to a 

curry of fish, crab, praw
n, chicken or m

utton w
ith dal-

m
a and rice. T

hat m
ansa (m

utton) and kukuda (chicken) 
are dearer than crab and praw

n indicate our coordi-
nates in landlocked but close-enough-to-sm

ell-the-sea 
Bhubanesw

ar. T
he lunch I paid for and w

aited longingly 

to dip into, though, w
as pakhal (`75), O

rissa’s sum
m

er 
staple of leftover rice ferm

ented overnight, often m
ixed 

w
ith a little curd and tem

pered w
ith m

ango ginger, 
cum

in, m
ustard and curry leaves—

light, uncom
plicated 

succour in a bow
l. In (undivided) B

engal, w
e know

 it 
as panta bhaat, eaten w

ith raw
 onion, bhajas or potato 

m
ash, salt and dried red chillies. A

ssam
 calls it pan-

ta or poita bhaat, and stirs in m
ilk for variation. C

hhat-
tisgarh serves it as breakfast in the villages. B

ut finding 
it in a restaurant anyw

here is like stum
bling upon gold 

in your backyard. 

P
A

K
H

A
L is that tattered com

forter that’s prized but 
never aired in the presence of a houseguest. E

ven 
in K

olkata, w
here a surge in revivalist B

engali restau-
rants has put obscure recipes back in circulation, panta 
bhaat is rarely seen on the m

enu. So in Bhubanesw
ar, 

w
here eating out for the Panigrahis and M

ohantys is 
an annual exercise that usually involves chillichicken-
chow

m
ein at the local m

all, finding pakhal for a price 
is nothing short of a m

iracle. T
o its credit though, the 

capital city has room
 for m

any such pleasing anom
alies. 

A
m

ong them
 the curious case of the D

alm
a brigade—

a 
befuddling bunch of spinoffs called variously D

alam
a 

(7873763848) or O
disha D

alem
a (9861038985), w

ith 
varying spellings and unvarying food. 

Ignored by the tourist hurtling dow
n N

H
 203 to Puri 

and K
onark, Bhubanesw

ar’s redem
ption has arrived 

on a different route. A
 steady traffic of w

ell-travelled, 
w

ell-heeled patrons, breezing in and out on frequent 
calls of business, has stirred the pot of a m

inor revolu-
tion. M

r D
eep Pocket, w

ho expects, even dem
ands, an 

O
riya m

eal in O
rissa, has forced the five-stars and busi-

ness hotels to serve at least a few
 local delicacies. T

he 
T

rident (0674-2301010) has a sm
all but w

ell-executed 
selection, rustled up by a chef w

ith roots in O
rissa. N

ow
 

M
arrion (2380850) slips in chhena tarkari and sorisa 

m
aacha betw

een m
attar-paneer and jhalfrezi. A

nd 
Phulbani (3017000) at the Sw

osti Prem
ium

—
once the 

bastion of all things O
riya, now

 a shadow
 of itself—

of-
fers a couple of thalis that are hard to find fault w

ith. 
For the m

agnum
 opus, head to M

ayfair Lagoon’s 
K

anika (6660101)—
an exclusive O

riya restaurant (the 
only one in its price bracket: ̀

1,000 for tw
o) w

heedling 
you to eat everything your friend from

 C
uttack alw

ays 
talked about but never dished out. W

e got so excited 
and ordered such a pile that the w

aiter had to rein us 
in (“B

ut m
adam

, are you sure…
”). A

nd the chef cam
e 

out alarm
ed to m

eet the cham
pion diners w

ho hadn’t 
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finished eating three hours after the starters arrived. 
Follow

ing a botched affair at the sarkari K
alinga A

shok, 
w

ith nary a local dish in sight and enough Pipli um
brel-

las and lam
pshades to turn you colourblind, w

e held on 
to the K

anika’s exhaustive four-page m
enu even after 

the third dessert had com
e and gone. K

adali m
anja rai 

(banana shoot in a m
ustard sauce), janhhi posto (ridge 

gourd in poppy seed paste), chhatu besara (m
ushroom

 
in m

ustard), chuna m
achha tarkari (sm

all, bony fish in 
a gravy), chandi m

achha bhaja (m
arinated pom

fret on a 
griddle)…

 W
e ate as if there w

as no tom
orrow

—
and there 

w
asn’t going to be one for us, at least not in this city.

E
A

R
LIE

R
 IN

 T
H

E
 D

A
Y

 at M
arket Four, thick on 

the ground w
ith buyers and vats cram

m
ed w

ith 
w

rithing fish, I w
as a happy cat, dream

ing up w
ays to 

m
ake som

e of that heavy haul find its w
ay to m

e and not 
to the M

aa M
anasa W

edding H
all. C

rabs from
 C

hilika, 
pom

fret from
 Paradip, rohu from

 C
handanpur and 

the first batch of ilish from
 Balesw

ar blushing like new
 

brides—
I could have tw

enty m
eals w

ithout repeating 
a fish. But at alm

ost all the restaurants, it w
as rohu and 

chingudi that m
ade their obligatory appearance. T

he 
rest never quite m

ade that final lap to m
y eager plate. A

 
last-ditch effort to sniff out a fish-full free lunch on FB

 
ran aground too. 

T
he only (alm

ost) free lunch in tow
n, though, doesn’t 

include fish and is not dished out to atheists. T
he m

ahap-
rasad served at the Jagannath tem

ple in Puri, the Linga-
raj tem

ple or som
e of the sm

aller tem
ples like the A

nant 
Vasudev is cooked eight tim

es a day, every day, in earthen 
pots that are never stirred. R

elying on local ingredients 
and spices that w

ere used as far back as the tw
elfth 

century, the paandas keep the tom
atoes brought in by 

the Portuguese, for instance, w
ell out of the L

ord’s sight. 
It m

ight seem
 a bit excessive at first, but one look at the 

soot-stained pigeonhole kitchens w
ith thatched roofs 

and w
ood-fired ovens, and it all fits in like the m

etre of an 
ancient shlok. It’s a sight to behold (at fixed tim

es in the 
m

ornings and evenings) w
hen the lean, m

uscular m
en 

in C
uttacki half-dhotis carry large, cylindrical pots into 

the garbhagriha. Blessed w
ith a com

plex set of m
udras, 

they are then carted to the A
nand B

azaar—
a large 

courtyard w
here the prasad is sold to eager m

en and 
w

om
en seeking tem

porary salvation for ̀
80–100 (m

eal 
for four). T

he m
anna also travels to different corners of 

the city, often to different cities as w
ell, to m

ark the cycle 
of birth, death, w

eddings and successes. Vegetarian by 
default, the sacred threshold is only ever breached by 
a fish during D

ussehra w
hen M

a D
urga ‘arrives’ at the 

Jagannath tem
ple in Puri. 

W
alking aw

ay after the banana leaves have been 
cleared, the young C

hittan Paanda, our self-appointed 
guide, thrusts a handful of w

hat looks like a cross 

betw
een K

urkure and m
urukku into m

y palm
. It’s nadi, 

he tells m
e. A

nother of those felicitous O
riya oddities 

m
ade w

ith urad dal, rice m
eal, hing and other spices, 

deep-fried in ghee. A
dded to practically everything 

that com
es off the stove—

dals and vegetable curries, in 
particular—

the nadi absorbs the goodness, sw
ells and 

gives to the slightest persuasion. Frankly, I didn’t see the 
point of it in curries. I loved it as is—

and put the w
hole lot 

in m
y backpack, dipping into it w

henever the next m
eal 

seem
ed distant (a rare occurrence).

It’s hard to go hungry in Bhubanesw
ar for longer than 

three m
inutes’ driving tim

e. Pushcarts, peddlers on 
bicycles, on foot, in clusters of green chicken-coop tin 
sheds—

they’re everyw
here. C

raw
ling along pavem

ents, 
crouching in corners, sending out sm

oke signals to the 
burgeoning band of snack-m

onsters. A
 far cry from

 the 
sm

all coterie of O
riya restaurants com

peting for the 
custom

 of the local custom
er. O

verrun by idli and vada 
stands, the city has few

 hom
egrow

n snackables. W
hat 

it does instead is blend in its eccentricities into innocu-
ous nibbles to m

ake them
 its ow

n. D
ahi vada (`10), for 

instance, is a m
ound of vada, ghugni, aloo dum

, bhujia, 
onion, chutneys and, m

ercifully, som
e dahi. T

he m
ost 

popular m
id-m

orning, m
id-afternoon and m

id-evening 
snack, it is often to be seen riding on a bicycle in large 
alum

inium
 handis strung on either side of the handle-

bar. C
haat (`10–15) is yet another jum

ble-de-goop of 
bhalla, papri, ghugni, bhujia, coriander, chutney, carrot, 
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Facing page 
(clockw

ise 
from

 top 
left): sw

aro-
puli at Venus 
Inn; Lingaraj 
Lassi; chandi 
m

achha 
bhaja at 
M

ayfair 
Lagoon; 
gulgula at 
M

ausim
a 

Chow
k; a 

large crab at 
M

arket Four; 
chaat at 
Rupali Squa-
re; and the 
Kanika 
restaurant. 
This page: 
D

ahi vada on 
Janpath   
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cucum
ber, beet and (hold your breath) coconut shav-

ings. I couldn’t stom
ach the idea. But if you’re w

illing to 
go w

here no non-O
riya has been before, try the outlets 

at R
upali Square or U

nit N
ine (opposite D

alm
a), w

ith 
its quaint, boxy carts painted in cheerful colours and 
nam

ed, w
ithout exception, after a goddess or tw

o. M
a 

M
angala or T

arini w
on’t com

e to your rescue, w
hen the 

bom
b explodes on your palette though. 

T
he city’s only native snack, a crêpe m

ade w
ith urad 

dal and rice m
eal, can be found at tw

o breakfast push-
carts at the M

ausim
a C

how
k (near the Lingaraj tem

ple), 
w

here hungry hands scoop verm
icelli khiri or ghugni 

w
ith a stack of chakulis (`10). For vegetable fritters 

served w
ith ghugni, head to the U

nit Four m
arket (near 

R
abindra M

andap). O
r go to R

ajpath C
how

k (Bapuji 
N

agar), w
here a row

 of shops recently resurrected after 
a short-circuit disaster sell generously coloured and 
deeply fried seafood (`30) and chicken pakodas (`30) 
once the sun is dow

n and the spirits are up. T
he beverage 

stop is at Lingaraj Lassi (in Shaheed N
agar)—

a shop that 
doubles up as a m

ini-factory w
ith w

hirring Sum
eet m

ix-
ies, electric coconut shavers, m

ilk and rabri on the boil. I 
w

as so taken by the buzz and the ludicrous pink bottles 
on display that I sw

allow
ed three fourths of m

y glass of 
yogurt blended and topped w

ith rabri, laced w
ith coco-

nut, cashew
s and candied fruit. L

esson learnt: excess is 
not alw

ays a good thing. 
 

N
O

T
 U

N
L

E
SS it’s a reference to Bhubanesw

ar’s 
m

ost fam
ous am

bassador, the chhena poda  
(`100–120 for a kilo). A

 w
heel of cheese, w

hose charred 
sal leaf-w

rapped countenance can inspire no poetry. But 
a single encounter w

ith its dense, sm
oky, toothsom

eness 
can spur the m

ost rapturous ode. T
he trouble is it’s hard 

to tell a stodge from
 a w

inner. A
nd there is no real con-

sensus on w
here to go. If the flies don’t bother you, any of 

the neighbourhood sw
eet shops or independent vendors 

(U
nit Four is a good bet) w

ill do. W
e w

ere led to V
enus 

Inn (2597738) and N
im

apara Sw
eets (7381503029) in 

Bapuji N
agar and w

ere certainly not disappointed. T
hey 

also introduced us to sw
aropuli or khoya w

rapped in 

m
ilkskin, chhena goja, rasabali or deep-fried discs of 

chhena in syrup, arisa m
ade w

ith gur and rice batter, and 
the flaky pheni gaja, usually brought back in cane baskets 
from

 Puri as prasad. B
ikala N

and K
ar’s (2546691) in 

Shahid N
agar is the one-stop shop for rosogolla. 

I
F T

H
E

R
E

 W
E

R
E

 sw
eetm

eat ‘appellations’ in O
rissa, 

N
im

apara (40km
 from

 Bhubanesw
ar) and Pahala 

(15km
 aw

ay) w
ould stake their claim

 to chenna jhili, 
fried m

isshapen orbs of chenna dipped in syrup, and 
rosogolla and chhena poda (respectively). 

W
e rode T

apan K
um

ar Jena’s three-w
heeled chariot 

to Pahala on a baking afternoon. T
he heat trickled dow

n 
m

y neck and the tar on the road ahead bubbled. Suddenly 
T

apan—
our G

PS, food guide and auto-driver rolled into 
a jolly, rotund m

an—
let out an uncharacteristic squeal. 

R
ow

s of ram
shackle, dusty shops revealed them

selves 
on either side of the highw

ay. T
he legacy of one m

an, 
K

elu B
ehara, w

ho first sold his syrupy load half a century 
ago, Pahala is now

 a m
erry cluster of sixty-five shops 

at last count. N
o fridges here, just the cold em

bers of a 
stove that cradled the w

heels of chhena poda overnight. 
A

nd countless rosogollas sw
im

m
ing in alum

inium
 tubs 

brow
ned by long hours on the boil in a thick, thick syrup. 

A
s the rainclouds gathered, w

e headed back to the auto. 
So did T

apan, but not em
pty-handed. “For m

y w
ife,” he 

m
um

bled. “She is in K
hurda, m

y shashuri bari. W
e’ve 

just had a child, you see.” Som
e things are alw

ays the 
sam

e, no m
atter w

here you are. N
o quarrels there. 

Clockw
ise 

from
 right: 

rosogolla at 
Pahala; 
chenna 
tarkari at 
Kanika; 
chakuli at 
M

ausim
a 

Chow
k; deep-

fried m
ohurali 

fish; betel 
shop; and 
litchis near 
Janpath 
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Top to 
bottom

: 
chhola tarkari 
(bhog); 
praw

n 'pako-
ra' at Bapuji 
N

agar; and 
Tapan Kum

ar 
Jena's chariot 


