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Introduction
Old Delhi is a maze the senses learn before the feet do. Lanes narrow to the width of a
rickshaw bell, then open suddenly onto courtyards where oil sings and smoke curls
around stacks of flatbread. Perfume from spice warehouses mingles with the sweet
sting of fried sugar, and somewhere a skewered kebab hisses as it meets flame. This
book is an atlas to that living landscape—a guide for adventurous eaters who want
both the story behind each bite and the practical know‑how to enjoy it safely.

The neighborhood the Mughals called Shahjahanabad was planned as much around
appetite as architecture. Courtly techniques traveled from imperial kitchens to bazaar
braziers; recipes moved with artisans, merchants, and migrants; and the city’s palate
shifted with every season and celebration. Here, a paratha is not only layered dough
but a record of debate about fillings and fuel; biryani is a conversation between dum,
deg, and Delhi’s own temperament; jalebi is geometry you can taste. Understanding
where these foods come from—how kebabs evolved, why certain gravies slow‑cook
before dawn, which breads rise for festivals—turns a walk through Old Delhi into a
culinary time travel.

Street food rewards the curious, but it favors the prepared. Safe eating is not a matter
of luck; it is a set of habits you can practice with confidence. In the pages ahead you
will learn how to read a stall for hygiene at a glance: watch for turnover and
temperature, clean hands and clean tongs, covered ingredients, separate raw and
cooked zones, filtered or sealed water, and oil that smells fresh rather than fatigued.
You will also find strategies for pacing a tasting day, from hydration and portion
control to choosing heat‑stable dishes during the hottest hours and reserving richer
gravies for cooler evenings.

Timing is a spice of its own in Old Delhi. Some lanes wake with the city—nihari
bubbling before sunrise, bedmi puri puffing beside kettles of chai—while others burst
into life at dusk when grills glow and the night market hums. Weekends swell with
families; festival months redraw the map with pop‑up specialties and extended hours.
Monsoon rains change the menu and the mood; winter sharpens appetites for
slow‑cooked meats and hot jalebis. Learning when each corner truly shines lets you
taste signature dishes at their peak rather than merely their availability.

Vendors are the city’s true storytellers, and choosing whom to trust is both a safety
measure and a form of respect. Long, patient queues tell their own tale, as do stalls
that welcome your questions and take pride in process as much as product. Pay fairly,
step aside to eat without blocking service, and ask before photographing people at
work. This book encourages responsible choices—seeking out reputable butchers,
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minimizing waste, and recognizing the religious and seasonal rhythms that shape what
is cooked and when.

Think of this atlas as part history, part field manual, part itinerary planner. Each
chapter weaves context with practice: brief histories of iconic dishes, profiles of
neighborhoods and markets, technique spotlights on tools like the tandoor and deg,
and clear checklists for hygiene and crowd navigation. You will also find suggested
tasting routes designed for different times of day, with guidance on how to link lanes
efficiently, rest wisely, and keep your palate fresh for the next discovery.

Old Delhi changes, but it repeats itself in delicious ways. A recipe might shift hands, a
cart might move half a lane, yet the city continues to feed those willing to walk, watch,
and wait for the right moment. Bring curiosity, patience, and an appetite for both
stories and snacks. With this book in hand, you can move from first timid taste to
confident, informed exploration—finding your own favorite jalebi coil, your own trusted
grill, your own map of memories in the lanes that have nourished generations.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mapping Shahjahanabad: How Old
Delhi Was Built for Food
The story of Old Delhi’s food is inextricably woven into the very fabric of its original
design. Before it was "Old" Delhi, it was Shahjahanabad, a grand imperial capital built
by Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan between 1639 and 1648. Shah Jahan, a keen architect,
personally oversaw the city's design, envisioning a metropolis that would reflect the
grandeur of his reign and remedy the overcrowding of his previous capital, Agra. This
wasn't just about palaces and fortifications; it was about creating a self-sustaining
ecosystem where every aspect, including food, was carefully considered.

Shahjahanabad was a walled city, spanning approximately 6.1 square kilometers, with
fourteen formidable gates controlling entry and providing security. The city's layout
was deliberately planned, symbolizing the ruler's authority with the Red Fort, Shah
Jahan's imperial residence, at its eastern edge, facing the Yamuna River. This majestic
fort served as the physical and symbolic heart around which the entire urban fabric
was organized. Opposite the Red Fort, the imposing Jama Masjid, a grand mosque, was
built as a central place of worship and also served to spread Islam.

The city's two main arteries, Chandni Chowk and Faiz Bazaar (now Daryaganj), were
more than just thoroughfares; they were bustling commercial hubs designed to cater
to the diverse needs of the populace. Chandni Chowk, in particular, was laid out with a
canal running down its center, reflecting moonlight and adding to the city's aesthetic
appeal. These main roads, along with the numerous winding lanes, alleys (galis), and
residential clusters (mohallas and katras), formed a functional network for movement,
commerce, and daily life.

From its inception, Shahjahanabad's markets were vital to its economy. Traders and
manufacturers flocked to the new capital, bringing their skills and goods. This influx
led to the establishment of specialized markets for everything from carpets to
agricultural seeds. Food was a central element of this vibrant commercial landscape.
Francois Bernier, a French traveler who spent time in Shahjahanabad, documented the
vast array of raw and cooked foods sold in its bazaars, highlighting a burgeoning
culture of connoisseurship.

One of the most enduring legacies of this era is the sophisticated water system that
sustained Shahjahanabad. Recognizing the importance of a reliable water supply,
especially given concerns about the Yamuna River's potability, Shah Jahan
commissioned Ali Mardan Khan to construct canals that brought fresh water from the
Yamuna and the Sirmaur hills into the city. This system fed numerous wells and 
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dighis—square or circular reservoirs with steps for access. These public and private
wells, numbering over 600 by 1843, ensured a continuous supply for drinking, bathing,
and cooking. This foresight in water management was crucial for the development of a
rich culinary scene, as ample clean water is fundamental to food preparation and
hygiene.

The planning of Shahjahanabad went beyond mere infrastructure; it fostered a
dynamic food culture. The city became a melting pot of gastronomic traditions,
drawing culinary influences from diverse regions including Turkey, Uzbekistan, Iran,
Afghanistan, and various parts of India. This confluence of cultures and culinary
practices meant that new flavors were constantly being crafted, establishing
Shahjahanabad as a hub for food lovers.

The early urban landscape of Shahjahanabad saw the emergence of various food
retailers who catered to the needs of the burgeoning population. There were 
khomchawallas, who sold snacky treats from portable cane baskets, akin to modern-
day food trucks, moving from locality to locality. Halwai shops, selling sweets,
breakfast items, and snacks, were also prevalent. Kebabchis (kebab makers) and 
naanbhais (bread makers) ensured a steady supply of essential dishes. These early
forms of street food vendors played a crucial role in feeding the city's inhabitants,
from daily wage laborers to the nobility.

The harsh Delhi winters also influenced the evolution of Shahjahanabadi cuisine.
Mughal hakims and vaidyas (physicians) recommended the addition of more spices
and oil to food to generate and sustain body heat. This practical advice led to the
creation of hearty, richly spiced dishes, such as the famous Nihari, a slow-cooked stew
that became a quintessential part of the city's culinary identity. Originally, Nihari was
seen as a "poor man's feast," providing sustenance for laborers, but it eventually
ascended to royal tables.

The city's diverse communities also contributed to its varied food landscape. While the
Mughals were known for their elaborate non-vegetarian feasts, the Kayasthas, another
prominent community, introduced a wealth of seasonal vegetarian innovations. Their
kitchens offered fruit-flavored rabdi, cauliflower samosas, and the winter superfood
gajak, made with nuts, oils, and jaggery. This coexistence of distinct cooking traditions
meant that Shahjahanabad catered to a wide range of palates.

Even specific markets developed their own culinary specializations. Khari Baoli, for
instance, became Asia's largest wholesale spice market, supplying both imperial
kitchens and local vendors with an incredible array of ingredients, including exotic
spices like pathar ka phool (black stone flower) and pippali (long pepper). These spices
were fundamental to the complex flavors of many iconic Mughlai dishes. The Dariba
Kalan, a market known for jewelry, was also famous for its dahi-vade and papri-chaat,
with legends suggesting ladies would enjoy these treats while waiting for their jewelry
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to be made.

The narrow, winding lanes and bustling markets, though seemingly chaotic, were an
intentional outcome of the city's organic growth within its planned framework. After
the Red Fort, Chandni Chowk, and Jama Masjid were established, Shah Jahan allocated
land to his nobles, allowing them to develop the city as they saw fit. This led to the
construction of grand havelis (mansions) for the affluent and more modest homes for
others, which over time were partitioned, creating the intricate network of galis, 
kuchas, and katras that characterize Old Delhi today. These dense residential and
commercial areas naturally fostered a vibrant street food culture, as vendors set up
stalls to cater to the daily needs of residents and the constant flow of merchants and
travelers.

The very architecture of Shahjahanabad, with its courtyards and open spaces within 
havelis, was also conducive to a lifestyle that embraced food. These central courtyards
provided natural light and air, essential for battling Delhi's heat, and served as social
spaces. While wealthy households had their own private kitchens and chefs, the public
markets and street vendors ensured that delicious food was accessible to all, fostering
a communal dining experience.

Even with the decline of Mughal power and the subsequent British takeover,
Shahjahanabad—or Old Delhi, as it became known to distinguish it from Lutyens' New
Delhi—continued to thrive as a living urban community. The resilience of its people
and the enduring appeal of its culinary traditions meant that despite political
upheavals and even partial demolitions by the British, the city's food culture persisted
and evolved. New communities, such as the Punjabis who arrived after Partition,
further enriched the gastronomic landscape with dishes like chole bhature.

Ultimately, Shahjahanabad was built not just as a capital, but as a culinary capital. Its
strategic location, meticulous planning of markets and water systems, and the diverse
communities it attracted all converged to create a city where food was, and remains, a
central pillar of life, history, and identity. The winding streets, the aroma of spices, and
the constant sizzle of cooking are not incidental; they are the living legacy of a city
engineered for appetite.
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