
LIVEMINT.COMBUSINESS OF LIFE      16 Thursday, 30 October 2025
New Delhi Culture

Scamlands travels onwards to a divided 
and desperate eastern state, beset by fear and 
floods. If in my home province of Jharkhand, 
I was struck by the ingenuity that underlay 
the dishonesty, in Assam, what stood out was 
audacity. I saw, too, how the empire of scams 
is both born of and undermines the social 
contract between the state and its citizens. 
The fraudsters of Assam’s Barpeta looked 
like they were exploiting weaknesses in the 
welfare infrastructure, but they were also 

taking a hammer to a system that overlooked 
their existence. Once you have met them, 
you will understand a little more about the 
broader implications of fraud in an already 
fractured society. 

Nothing fractures Indian society like caste. 
Combine that with fraud, and you have a rec-
ipe for a social explosion. I saw such an explo-
sion in Kumbakonam, an austere temple town 
in India’s south, whose spiritual reverence for 
gold was tarnished by a scam so outrageous 
that it required its entire hierarchy to be 
knowingly or unknowingly complicit. By then, 
I had built up a picture of how too many Indi-
ans have turned to tricking instead of trusting 
each other and why. And by that point in this 
narrative, the reader will understand what 
such trickery is doing to the world’s most pop-
ulous country. 

The book goes to a shining city by the South 
China Sea, where behind high walls and in opu-
lent palaces, fraud is manufactured at an indus-
trial scale. Masses of recruits working tirelessly 
on one extraordinary scheme, hunting victims 
worldwide: it will become clear that what was 
unfolding in India is merely a small piece of a 
much larger puzzle. The book follows this new 
assembly line to new parts of the world, to a dif-
ferent scam factory by a different river. And, 
having followed the trail that far, the reader 
might learn what awaits them at the other end 
of the line. 

‘Scamlands’ publishes on 31 October.
Snigdha Poonam is the author of ‘Scamlands’ 

and ‘Dreamers’. She lives in Oxfordshire, UK. 
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T he fear of being scammed is a pri-
mal emotion, as fundamental as 
the need for love, uniting 
humans across time and borders. 

It’s why we step back when 
someone we let into our lives becomes a little 
too familiar a little too quickly. It’s why we are 
sceptical of emails from unknown senders. And 
it is why we are distrustful when a stranger calls. 
It is why we are silent when we don’t know who 
is on the other end of the line. 

Yet, we may still find ourselves blindsided. 
Despite our caution, we may have run into a 
professional: Someone who has been trained 
to trick us, someone selected for their ability 
to win our trust, someone paid to deceive. Any 
of us may encounter a scammer. More and 
more of us will. 

We know what they want—our money—but 
we often have no idea who they are or why they 
chose to swindle us of our hard-earned income 
instead of making an honest living. Do they seek 
only money, or is there a deeper intent—
revenge on an unfair and unfeeling world, per-
haps? Levelling the playing field in some 
twisted attempt at justice? Settling some score 
we were unaware of?

In years of writing about villains and villainy, 
I have encountered criminals from petty van-
dals to serial killers. Yet none have fascinated 
me as much as fraudsters. There are other ways 
to take someone’s money: hacking into 
accounts or executing elaborate heists. But 
unlike others in the financial crime world, 
fraudsters must first build a relationship with 
their victims—however fleeting—before mak-
ing their move. It’s a remarkable skill, and a ter-
rifying weapon. 

Each scam is a series of strategic choices. In 
deciding who to target and how to go about it, 
fraudsters reveal things about us and the world 
we live in that we often overlook—or are unwill-
ing to acknowledge.

Nobody knows exactly how many people in 
India have made scamming a career. But even 
by rough estimates, our fraud industry employs 
multitudes. People 
are drawn to it as a 
source of income, as a 
key to social status, as 
a path to political 
power. It grows larger 
and larger in the 
shadows—at least one 
growth sector in an 
otherwise moribund economy. 

I began writing this book in the early days 
of the pandemic—a time when everyone’s 
lives and livelihoods seemed precarious. I 
knew the most effective way to understand a 
world that was not supposed to exist was to 
immerse myself in it, one scam at a time. If one 
wanted to know what scam was drawing most 
participants at any given moment, news 
reports, detailing victims’ testimonies, pro-
vided clues. Some schemes only thrived 
briefly, fading away because they became 

overexposed or outdated, while others 
endured, expanding their workforce and 
upgrading their methods. 

Most stories in Scamlands began with a tip. 
A colleague, police officer, activist, or trusted 
source would share details about a scam 
operating in a particular region. Occasion-
ally, I noticed something suspicious—an 
advertisement or a social media post—that 
set me a trail of clues, ultimately leading to 
the next chapter. 

I followed their trail to a wide range of places, 
from a coastal town in Cambodia to one in the 
United States. I had to, because the story of 

fraud is the story of 
globalisation—and, 
perhaps, vice versa. 

This book took me 
to the region I once 
called home, where 
now a dark ingenuity 
thrives amidst poverty 
and oppression. The 

circumstances that gave rise to the scammers of 
Jamtara are unique, but the psychology behind 
them is universal: a blend of greed, fear and 
trust, proving equally effective whether the tar-
get was in Massachusetts or Mumbai. There I 
saw how two Indias collide—one chasing mate-
rial progress, the other bent on survival. And in 
their collision is born the kind of ambition that 
drives people to the brink of innovation and 
then pushes them over the edge of illegality—
while hardened inequalities make it impossible 
for them to turn back. 

In deciding who to target 
and how to go about it, 

fraudsters reveal things about 
us and the world we live in

How India became the 
frontline of global fraud
Snigdha Poonam’s 
nonfiction book 
‘Scamlands’ takes stock 
of the implications of 
fraud in an already 
fractured society 
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M ost Greeks have coffee and ciga-
rettes for breakfast,” says my 
guide Katerina Lolou, who is tak-

ing me on a food tour around Athens. 
“What about Greek yoghurt with honey?” 
I enquire. She finds the very notion hilari-
ous; “we will think of ten other things 
before considering yoghurt for breakfast,” 
she says. And one of those things is bou-
gatsa, a filo pastry stuffed with mildly 
sweet semolina custard that I grew 
obsessed with during my week-long 
Greek holiday. 

Before visiting Greece, I was only aware 
of spanakopita, the spinach and feta 
stuffed filo pie that is perhaps one of the 
most well-known Greek foods. But I dis-
covered very quickly that the Greeks have 
taken the art of stuffed filo pastry pies to 
another level. We begin the tour at Creme 
Royale, a bakery-cafe on Athinas, one of 
the streets that leads off the central Mona-

stiraki Square. Its display case is filled with 
freshly baked pies like spanakopita, kotop-
ita (chicken and cheese pie), and savoury 
bougatsa with minced meat filling. The 
night before, I had tried a slice of galakto-
boureko, another custard-filled filo pie 
doused with sugar syrup. It was delicious, 
of course, but a bit too sweet for my taste. 
What I’m most keen to sample is the tradi-
tional bougatsa me krema. 

The origin of bougatsa goes back to 
the Byzantine Empire, which shaped the 
culture, identity, and food of the Eastern 
Roman Empire. In 330 AD, the emperor 
Constantine moved his capital from 
Rome to the ancient Greek city of 
Byzantion (or Byzantium) and renamed 
it Constantinople (modern-day Istan-
bul). The Ottoman Turks took Constan-
tinople in the 15th century, bringing 
with them their pogatsa or pie filled with 
cheese. It eventually evolved into a 
thinly rolled filo pastry with assorted 
fillings. When Greek refugees from Tur-
key arrived in Greece in the 1920s, they 
brought this centuries-old pie baking 
tradition to the northern parts of the 
country, particularly to cities like Thes-
saloniki and Serres, and later across 
Greece. Today, bougatsa is not just a 
breakfast but a piece of living history. 
You’ll find it in humble bakeries and 
upscale cafés alike, eaten by students 
rushing to class and retirees lingering 

over rich, velvety Greek coffee—each 
bite a reminder of its layered past.

“The name bougatsa comes from 
pogatsa, which in turn comes from the 
ancient Roman word for what we know 
today as focaccia,” says Katerina. She then 
goes on to explain how the bougatsa is 

made. Essentially, there are two parts to it 
— the creamy semolina custard filling and 
the filo (or phyllo) pastry sheets. Filo, 
which comes from the Greek word for thin 
sheet, is an unleavened dough made with 
flour, water, and oil, and involves much 
rolling and stretching to make a sheet so 

thin that one can almost see through it. 
The custard filling is made by boiling 
together milk, sugar, semolina, and 
vanilla, then simmering until it has thick-
ened. Butter and eggs are then blended in, 
along with a dash of orange zest. A baking 
tray is layered with five filo sheets, each 
brushed with melted butter. The custard 
is poured over, sealed in with another five 
buttered filo sheets, and baked until 
golden. “Many bakeries use premade filo 

sheets but a few still hand-roll really thin 
ones every day to make their bougatsa. It’s 
a time-consuming process and takes a lot 
of skill,” says Katerina. 

On my last morning in Athens, just 
before I leave to catch the metro to the 
airport, I step out from my hotel into 
Psirri Square. This popular spot is 
crammed with noisy bars and restau-
rants from noon until late night, but is 
mercifully quiet in the morning. Most of 
the eateries are shut this early in the day, 
but Bougatsadiko Psirri at the corner of 
the square has been open since 7 a.m. 
Inside the glass display case, assorted 
fresh-out-of-the-oven stuffed pies tempt 
me, but I have eyes only for the sweet 
bougatsa. The smiling lady behind the 
counter cuts a large slice for me to take 
away. “Powdered sugar and cinnamon,” 
she asks. I nod yes, and she sprinkles a 
generous bit of both. I bring it back to my 
hotel room, push the button on the 
Nespresso machine, and head out on the 
balcony to enjoy my last bougatsa break-
fast with a hot espresso. It’s still warm, 
the crunchy filo covering contrasting 
with the soft custard filling and the cin-
namon adding an earthy sweetness. Of 
all the tasty treats I scarfed in Greece — 
and there were many — it’s this flaky pie 
that I will miss the most.

Prachi Joshi is a Mumbai-based travel 
and food writer.

Bougatsa is not just a breakfast but a piece of living history.

This custard-filled treat, 
which dates back to the 
time of the Byzantine 
Empire, is a delicious 
slice of Athens life 

Bougatsa is a Greek breakfast worth waking for
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E ver wondered what war smells like? Or ponder the odour of 
love? A new exhibition in Germany allows visitors to dis-
cover unknown worlds of smells by sniffing their way 

through 81 different fragrances across 37 different galleries.
The Secret Power of Scents, which opens to the public on 

Wednesday at the Kunstpalast museum, in the western city of 
Düsseldorf, combines fragrances with art, taking visitors on a 
journey of more than 1,000 years of cultural history.

“This exhibition is an experiment—and an invitation for our 
audience to discover the history of scents with their noses,” said 
Felix Krämer, the museum’s director general.

The exhibition follows a chronological order, from religious 
artifacts of the Middle Ages through to contemporary art of the 
21st century. The various galleries are equipped with scent steles, 
atomizers and diffusers to create a connection between the art 
and the smell of a specific time period or cultural context.

Waves of myrrh waft through a darkened gallery of Christian 
wood carvings depicting various scenes from the Bible. Christi-
anity, but also Judaism and Islam used myrrh as a symbol for 
prayer and purification, the show explains.

Scents evoke direct emotional reac-
tions more strongly than any other 
sense. So it comes as no surprise that 
visitors almost retreat in fear when 
they press a button in a gallery about 
World War I. The scent released from 
the diffuser was created by mixing the 
pungent smell of gunpowder with the 
metallic odour of blood and sulphur. 

Certain smells also connect to differ-
ent eras of history—pressing the button to release the stench of 
medieval Paris made some visitors choke when they inhaled a 
mix of sewage, mould and unwashed bodies. On the other hand, 
in a gallery dedicated to the Roaring 20s, there’s an oil painting 
by Gert Wollheim from 1924, called Farewell from Düsseldorf, 
which celebrates the liberation of women. The room is filled with 
the uplifting scent of tobacco, vanilla and leather.

Moving on to modern art, the museum presents more contem-
porary smells between works of Andy Warhol, Yves Klein or 
Günther Uecker, that remind visitors of world-famous brands 
such as Coca-Cola or German airline carrier Eurowings. In addi-
tion to the application of scents in marketing, the museum also 
shows the role of very modern scents such as the fragrance mole-
cule “Iso E Super,” which is not a type of gasoline, but rather a 
dazzling scent that supposedly makes its wearers more attractive.

For visitors strolling and sniffing their way through the show, 
which runs through 8 March, the 81 different scents opened up 
a whole new world, visitor Kirsten Gnoth said.

“I’ve been to the collection here before, but now it’s completely 
new with scents that match the pictures and eras,” she said. “It’s 
exciting to combine art with scents.”

The various 
galleries are 
equipped with 
scent steles, 
atomizers and 
diffusers 


