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Dining on 
the path to 

Nirvana

Vast, diverse and colourful beyond imagination, India is one of 
the most exotic destinations for culinary travellers. And a place 

that should not be missed—to truly witness the spiritual fervour 
of this magical land—is Varanasi. By Kevin Cox Y ou shouldn’t go to Varanasi 

as your first stop in India; you 
have to work up to it,” says 
my Indian travelling partner, 
Jatender. He wasn’t kidding. 
One of the principal cities 
of the North Indian state of 
Uttar Pradesh with over 3.6 

million people, Varanasi, also called Benares, looks like 
any other large urban area in India. It’s chaotic and 
crowded, with a high disparity between the haves and 
have-nots. But you quickly sense something different 
about this former home to Lord Shiva, considered by 
Hindus to be the oldest city in the world. 

HOLY WATERS

The River Ganges is the 
lifeblood of all things in this 
holiest city in India. She is 
worshipped as the goddess 
Ganga, the most sacred river 

to Hindus who centre their lives around her and make 
pilgrimages from afar to her shores. A dip in her waters 
is believed to wash away all sins, and most Hindus 
dream of standing in her tide at least once in their lives. 
But she has also been ranked among the top five most 
polluted rivers of the world, with contaminants more 
than a hundred times higher than official limits set by 
the local government. 

The contrast of life along the Ganges is dizzying. At 
the more than sixty ghats in Varanasi, people convene 
daily to pray and perform ablutions in her brown 
waters. They stand chest deep and cup water in their 
hands, lifting it and letting it fall. They dip their heads 
below her surface to cleanse their souls. A few metres 
away, men wash laundry, spread-eagled in knee deep 
water, swinging and slapping fabrics on rocks to get 
them clean, then stretching them on the hard banks 
to dry. Just beyond, children swim, jumping from 
abandoned concrete abutments to shrill laughter and 
cheers. 

There is no place more longed for by Hindus at 
their time of death than the Ganges’ banks in Varanasi; 
the Shmashana, or great cremation ground. Their 
ashes—and even intact bodies wrapped in muslin—are 
released to Mother Ganga’s natural ebb and flow on 
their posthumous path to Nirvana, bypassing further 
reincarnation to instant salvation—the fast pass to 
Moksha, or liberation from suffering. It’s so important 
that worshippers from elsewhere in India often 
transport the bodies of loved ones to Varanasi (often on 
the roof of a car) to send them off in the Ganges.
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travel

F EEDING THE SOUL 
 atender and I visited Sarnath just 
outside of town, the most famous of 
the many temples here. From there we 
maneuvered through crippling traffic 
along narrow, dusty streets jammed with 
cars, scooters, ox-drawn wagons, diesel-
belching buses and throngs of people 

on bicycles and foot. Our goal was to experience the 
Aarti Ceremony, a daily Hindu ritual to pray to deities 
during the setting sun. 

At Dasaswamdh Ghat, we join throngs of pilgrims 
for prayer at Ganga’s edge. The solemnity is electrifying, 
a spiritual current in the air linked to a river which 
leads closer to Nirvana than anywhere else in the 
Hindu world. Hundreds of diyas (oil lamps) float by 
between vessels everywhere, their leaf bowls filled with 
burning ghee glowing yellow in the darkening drift. 
We’re squeezed on the ghat steps among thousands 
of believers chanting and praying to the lead of men 
on platforms at the edge of the water. Pious pilgrims 
from across India crowd together in the evening heat. 
The drone of chanting mantras, thumping drums and 
jingling bells is continuous until the cacophony melds 
into one indiscernible din of sound. Afterwards we are 
swept along with the sea of spiritually-sated followers to 
nearby galis—narrow streets and alleys—to satisfy more 
earthly cravings: for food. 

G ORGING IN THE GALIS 

Eating along the Ganges is 
not for the faint of heart; the 
mixture of flavors and selection 
of food seems endless and 
largely unidentifiable. Save 

for condensed Islamic sections set back from the 
river, where spicy mutton and minced meat on sticks 
can be found, most of the cuisine in Old Varanasi 
is vegetarian. Vegetables are fried, boiled, grilled or 
shredded alongside fried dough, pani puri, flat breads 
and desserts. If it’s a small, fried dish on the streets of 

Varanasi, it’s likely a kind of chaat, a loose definition of 
snacks made with various doughs and any number of 
other ingredients, spices and sauces.  Down the narrow, 
congested galis leading to the ghats, there are hundreds 
of hole-in-the-wall eateries or makeshift thelas (pushcarts) 
beside cauldrons of boiling oil in which kachoris or round 
griddles filled with sizzling delights, are frying.

We are pushed along by the masses, dragging 
ourselves out whenever we see something that looks tasty 
or strange. We want to try as many Benarasi flavours as 
possible, including tasting the fragrant Benarasi paan 
that often contains aromatics of rose and supari (areca-
nut). Chewing this paan, then spitting it out seems to be a 
part of the cultural identity of the people of Varanasi.

In Vishwanath Gali, we find tiny, unnamed joints 
selling aloo-palak pakoras with hot and sweet chutneys, 
and thandai. The shops are so small and narrow that no 
one can enter past the cook sitting beside his hot griddle 
and glowing coals. We stand and eat in the narrow alley 
as pilgrims and the occasional bull brush blindly past us. 
Along the streets we bark orders at vendors for servings 
of potato tikki, spicy fried tomatoes, sautéed spinach 
leaves and numerous variations of kachori. In one place 
we invade a table cramped with a group of women who 
have pilgrimaged from Southern India. Despite our 
language limitations we share a vast selection of pani 
puri—small crisp balls, hollow and filled with a scoop 
of greenish mint water from a bucket or stuffed with 
mashed vegetables then doused in thick yogurt and sour 
tamarind. 

Vanarasis have a passion for milk or yogurt-based 
drinks, which is surprising given the lack of refrigeration 
on the street. Lassis are also common, served from flat 
bowls sitting on open counters in the 42°C heat. The 
texture is a bit unsettling at first—thick, creamy and 
slightly sour. We drink it from a little clay kulhad then 
shatter the fragile cups on the ground by the shop. 
Another speciality drink is thandai, made of water, sugar, 
watermelon, muskmelon, lotus stem seeds, almonds, 
cashew, cardamom, rose-flower, white pepper and 

saffron. We let the mixer add bhang, a leaf much like 
marijuana or opium that grows wild throughout the 
region, to give it a pleasant, intoxicating kick. 

For supper, we consume papri chaat garnished with 
coriander, ghee, yoghurt and sugar syrup; spinach and 
gram flour pakora fritters; potato and peas samosas 
with chutney; and many other forms of chaat doused 
with the sweet and sour tang of ginger and tamarind 
chutneys and air-warmed yogurts. We wash them all 
down with chai and rosewater and the sweet and sour 
masala-flavoured kanji, thick like chowder. And then 
there are the sweets—Vanarasis do like their desserts. 
We eat hot, crispy jelebis, day-glow orange and dripping 
syrup and so many other delights: honey-soaked bowls of 
sweet condensed barfi; rabri like dense cheesecake; and 
pistachio chumchum made from homemade cheese; and 
chickpea and semolina laddus, like sweet round balls of 
dough. The list goes on and by the end of the night I am 
full beyond comfort and concerned with the possibility 
of digestive repercussions from such exotic, unfiltered 
eating. But thankfully they never appear.

PRINCELY PROPERTY

If there is one place that offers a mind-
spinning contrast to the street level 
existence along the banks of the Ganges, 
it’s the Taj Nadesar Palace. A 10-guest 
room resort owned by Maharaja Prabhu 

Narain Singh of Benares to host head of state and 
dignitaries and now managed by the exclusive Taj 
Hotels & Resorts, it is truly a maharaja’s palace. The 
stately building is both intimate and grand; true luxury, 
old school style. My room, with an enormous pedestal 
bed, sumptuous furnishings and rich textiles, gives an 
insider’s understanding of the upper echelon of Indian 
culture. I am led by horse-drawn carriage around the 
property and through the organic gardens by sous chef 
Sumalya Sarkar before entering the kitchen to witness 
the action and later sample the delectable food. 

To represent Taj’s commitment to local food and 
flavours and the thousands of years of culture behind 
it, executive chef Sanjeev Chopra serves me his specialty 
Satvik Thali—a selection of carefully prepared vegetarian 
recipes designed to establish calmness, purity and 
balance. The food is elegant and refined yet true to its 
local origin; each dish bursting with contrasting flavours 
of eggplant, dal, ochra and curry. Small, flavourful side 
items accented specific dishes, one cooling the heat, 
another lightening the heavy, each adding texture and 
balance. It was a feast that rounded out my culinary 
odyssey of Varanasi—from lowest-to-the-ground eating 
in the narrow galis along the Ganges, to the highest of 
Benearasi haute cuisine in a palace fit for kings. e

Getting there
Jet Airways flies from Singapore to India. In Delhi, you can connect 
to Jet’s quick flight to Varanasi. And because it’s India’s largest 
internal airline—going virtually everywhere in the subcontinent—you 
can check your bags all the way through. For details log on to www.
jetairways.com. To get the most out of your India experience you 
should rely on the experts. Luxe India, with its unique Le Concierge 
services, is the most respected high-end tour outfitter in India and 
will make all the arrangements for an experience of a lifetime. For 
details log on to www.luxeindia.in. And for a memorable stay at the Taj 
Nedesar Palace, see www.tajhotels.com.

Vanarasis have a passion for milk 
or yogurt-based drinks, which is 
surprising given the lack of 
refrigeration on the street.

XXXXXXXXXX

XXXXXXXXXX XXXXXXXXXX


