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Introduction
Delhi’s palate is a palimpsest. Each layer—imperial court, caravan halt, refugee camp,
diplomatic enclave, metro junction—has left traces of spice and technique that never
fully vanish. This book, Spice Routes of Delhi, follows those traces to show how a
capital city learned to taste. It argues that the foods we now consider “typical Delhi”
are, in fact, the products of movement: people on the move, ideas on the move, and
ingredients on the move.

The phrase “spice routes” usually evokes ships and distant seas, but Delhi’s routes
were as much terrestrial and intimate as maritime and global. The Grand Trunk Road
funneled wheat, ghee, and stories into the city; the Yamuna’s ghats and the godowns
around Khari Baoli turned aromatics into currency; railways and cold chains later
standardized what could be cooked and when. From the Sultanate courts to
Shahjahanabad’s lanes, from the cantonments of the Raj to the planned vistas of New
Delhi, taste was repeatedly re-scripted by power, trade, and aspiration.

One of the most dramatic edits to that script came with the Partition of 1947. Punjabi
refugees brought new energies, new economies, and a zest for enterprise that remade
the city’s foodscape. The tandoor, once a courtyard fixture, became an urban engine,
firing naan, seekh, and the smoky gravies that would circle the globe. Alongside these
developments, the city continued to nurture older currents: Mughlai breakfasts of
nihari and paya lingered in dawn bazaars, while chaat vendors refined the calibrated
alchemy of crunch, tang, and heat that now defines street-side Delhi.

Yet Delhi’s palate is not solely Punjabi or Mughlai. Awadhi cooks traveled north and
west, transplanting a courtly canon of korma, kebabs, and slow-fire craft; Sindhi
communities layered the city with papad, koki, and pulao memories; Kashmiri
migrants—both Wazwan practitioners and Pandit families—left delicate and assertive
signatures alike, from yakhni to nadru to rogan josh adapted for local markets. South
Indian restaurateurs, students, and professionals established Udupi cafés and later
standardized chains, proving that idli economics and dosa diplomacy could thrive far
from the Western Ghats.

This is a nonfiction, document-driven exploration of those migrations and their culinary
consequences. It rests on interviews with chefs, halwais, home cooks, and
restaurateurs; on case studies of emblematic establishments; on “menu archaeology”
through archives, classifieds, and community newsletters; and on walks through spice
mandis, neighborhood markets, and late-night dhabas. It also follows ingredients—how
cumin rides bulk freight, how chilies and tomatoes were domesticated into Delhi’s
gravies, how ghee, mustard oil, and refined oils partition kitchens along lines of taste,
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faith, and budget.

Because recipe origins are often hotly contested, the book treats attribution with care.
Rather than offer definitive origin myths, it maps plausible lineages and shows how
dishes evolve when they meet new customers, regulations, and supply chains. The
chapters trace how ideals of “authenticity” bump up against the everyday pragmatics
of substitution, seasonality, and price—how a festival demand surge can change a
sweet’s shape, how a municipal bylaw can redirect a street cart’s itinerary, how a
delivery app can refashion a curry’s viscosity to survive a 30-minute ride.

Readers will also encounter the institutions that stabilize taste: langar halls and
temple kitchens feeding thousands without fuss; canteens and cafeterias that shaped
bureaucratic and student diets; the dhabas that knit together highway travel and
urban routine; and restaurants that function as living archives where menus document
shifting norms. The city’s appetite is further mediated by bloggers, critics, and
influencers, whose lenses and lists create new hierarchies of desire.

Finally, Spice Routes of Delhi looks forward. Climate stress, water scarcity, and waste
demand new kitchen logics; platform economies are birthing dark kitchens and
algorithmic menus; diasporic loops return Delhi-born dishes polished by overseas
palates, while Delhi exports its own signatures to the world. What follows is not a
nostalgia tour but a working history—a guide to how a capital learns, forgets, and
relearns how to eat, as migrations continue and new spice routes are drawn across the
map of the city.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mapping the Spice Routes: From
Caravanserai to Capital
Delhi, in its earliest incarnations, was a nexus long before it became a definitive
destination. Its strategic position at the crossroads of ancient trade routes, where the
Gangetic plains met the Thar desert and the Aravalli hills, meant that people, goods,
and crucially, flavors, were constantly flowing through its nascent settlements. Before
the grandeur of imperial courts or the planned symmetries of New Delhi, there were
merely collection points, resting places, and rudimentary markets – the caravanserai
that marked the rhythm of long-distance trade. These informal hubs were the first
kitchens, temporary melting pots where the provisions of weary travelers mingled with
local produce, giving rise to an entirely new culinary lexicon.

Imagine the dusty tracks leading into these early settlements: a network of arteries
carrying not just spices but stories, techniques, and tastes from distant lands.
Merchants from Persia and Central Asia brought dried fruits, nuts, and exotic
aromatics like saffron and asafoetida. Their caravans, laden with silks and precious
stones, also carried the culinary traditions of their homelands, influencing the
preparation of stews, breads, and sweetmeats. From the south, traders brought black
pepper, cardamom, and cloves, essential commodities that drove global economies.
These were not just items of trade; they were cultural ambassadors, each carrying the
DNA of a distant cuisine. The sheer volume and variety of goods passing through laid
the foundation for Delhi’s future as a culinary crossroads, where every incoming
journey added a new ingredient to the city's evolving palate.

The very geography of Delhi dictated its destiny as a trading hub. Situated on the
western bank of the Yamuna River, it offered access to water for irrigation and
transport, while the surrounding fertile plains ensured a steady supply of agricultural
produce. The Aravalli range provided natural protection and stone for building, while
the proximity to the Grand Trunk Road, even in its rudimentary forms, cemented its
role as a crucial waypoint for north-south and east-west traffic. This confluence of
factors made it an ideal location for human settlement and, by extension, for the
convergence of diverse culinary traditions. Early settlements like Indraprastha,
reputedly founded by the Pandavas, would have seen a continuous exchange of
agricultural practices and food preparation methods, laying the groundwork for a more
complex gastronomic identity.

The concept of the caravanserai – a roadside inn for travelers – is central to
understanding Delhi's early food story. These were not merely places to rest but
vibrant social and economic centers. Here, merchants haggled over prices, travelers
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shared tales, and, perhaps most significantly for our narrative, cooks improvised meals
from a medley of ingredients. A Central Asian trader might introduce a lamb
preparation cooked in a clay oven, while a vendor from the Gangetic plains could offer
a lentil stew simmered with local herbs. The limitations of travel and the need for
sustenance fostered a culture of culinary adaptation and innovation. What began as
necessity eventually evolved into a distinct style of cooking, characterized by its
resourcefulness and the fusion of disparate flavors.

The transition from a collection of caravanserais to a more structured urban center
was gradual, driven by political power and economic prosperity. As dynasties rose and
fell, each left an indelible mark on Delhi’s evolving character. The Tomar Rajputs,
followed by the Chauhans, established fortified cities like Lal Kot and Qila Rai Pithora,
bringing with them their own martial traditions and associated foodways. Their diet
would have been robust, centered around grains, game, and seasonal vegetables, with
an emphasis on sustenance and energy. While the specifics of their culinary practices
are largely lost to time, it’s safe to assume they incorporated local ingredients and
preparation methods, further solidifying the regional identity of Delhi’s nascent
cuisine.

The arrival of the Delhi Sultanate in the 12th century marked a significant turning
point, not just politically but culinarily. With the establishment of a centralized power,
the city began to attract a more diverse population, including artisans, scholars, and,
crucially, cooks from various parts of the Islamic world. This era saw the introduction
of new ingredients like pistachios, almonds, and rosewater, along with sophisticated
cooking techniques. Persian and Central Asian influences began to permeate the local
palate, laying the groundwork for what would eventually become the rich Mughlai
cuisine. The kitchens of the sultans were laboratories of taste, where royal chefs
experimented with new flavors and refined existing dishes, setting a precedent for
culinary excellence that would continue for centuries.

The shift from transient trade hubs to permanent urban centers also meant a more
formalized system of provisioning. Markets, or mandis, began to emerge, specializing
in various commodities. Khari Baoli, Delhi’s iconic spice market, has roots stretching
back to these early periods, though its present form is much later. Even in its nascent
stage, a dedicated spice market would have been a testament to the growing demand
for aromatics, reflecting the increasing sophistication of Delhi’s culinary landscape.
These markets weren't just places of commerce; they were social centers, where
culinary ideas were exchanged, and new ingredients were introduced to the local
populace. The very act of shopping for spices became a cultural ritual, connecting
Delhiites to a global network of flavors.

The concept of "local" in Delhi has always been fluid, constantly being redefined by
successive waves of migration. Each new group of settlers, whether conquerors,
traders, or refugees, brought their own dietary habits and preferred ingredients,
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gradually expanding the city’s culinary repertoire. The early inhabitants relied on
indigenous crops like millets, pulses, and seasonal greens. With the arrival of new
communities, grains like wheat and rice gained prominence, and new vegetables and
fruits were introduced, either through cultivation or trade. This continuous influx
meant that Delhi's food fabric was never static; it was a living, breathing entity, always
adapting and absorbing new influences.

The waterways played an equally critical role in shaping Delhi’s culinary identity. The
Yamuna River, besides providing drinking water and irrigation, served as a vital
transport route for agricultural produce from the fertile plains upstream and
downstream. Boats laden with grains, vegetables, and even livestock would have
docked at the ghats, feeding the growing population and diversifying the local diet.
The river’s presence also meant access to fresh fish, adding another dimension to the
largely land-based cuisine. The symbiotic relationship between the city and its river
ensured a steady flow of fresh ingredients, contributing to the richness and variety of
Delhi’s early food scene.

Beyond the formal trade routes and urban markets, the culinary evolution of Delhi was
also shaped by everyday interactions. Soldiers from different regions, artisans from
various crafts, and laborers from diverse backgrounds all contributed to this informal
exchange of food knowledge. In shared barracks, community kitchens, or at roadside
eateries, people would have encountered and adapted to each other’s foodways. A
soldier from Bengal might introduce the use of mustard oil, while a laborer from
Rajasthan could share a recipe for a hardy lentil stew. These organic, everyday
exchanges were as crucial as royal decrees in shaping the city’s taste profile,
demonstrating that food traditions are often born from the ground up.

The concept of a "Delhi palate" in these early stages was less about a singular, defined
taste and more about a mosaic of evolving preferences. It was a palate in flux,
constantly absorbing and integrating new flavors and techniques. The robust simplicity
of the earlier Rajput era gradually made way for the more refined and complex flavors
introduced by the Sultanate. This wasn't a linear progression but a layered
accumulation, where older traditions persisted alongside newer ones, creating a rich
tapestry of culinary choices. The city's kitchens, both royal and common, became
stages for this continuous culinary drama, where tradition and innovation danced in an
intricate duet.

The earliest records, though sparse, offer glimpses into the dietary habits of Delhi’s
inhabitants. Accounts from early travelers and chroniclers often mention the
availability of grains, milk products, and seasonal vegetables. Meat, particularly lamb
and goat, would have been consumed by a significant portion of the population,
especially by the invading armies and the urban elite. The methods of cooking were
generally simple, relying on open fires, clay ovens, and basic utensils. However, even
within these constraints, there was a growing sophistication, driven by the desire for
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flavor and the influence of new culinary traditions. The foundations of Delhi’s complex
gastronomic identity were being meticulously laid, one ingredient and one technique
at a time.

The role of indigenous spices cannot be overstated. Long before the arrival of exotic
aromatics, local spices like turmeric, cumin, coriander, and various chilies (once they
arrived from the Americas) were integral to Indian cooking. These were the bedrock of
flavor, forming the essential framework upon which newer influences would be built.
The masala – the blend of spices – was an art form in itself, passed down through
generations. Delhi's early cooks would have mastered these local spices,
understanding their nuanced flavors and medicinal properties, and skillfully
incorporating them into their daily preparations. This deep understanding of
indigenous aromatics allowed for a seamless integration of new ingredients, ensuring
that the city's food retained a distinctly Indian character even as it absorbed global
influences.

The very infrastructure of early Delhi settlements reflects its role as a trading and food
hub. Wells and stepwells provided water, essential for both human consumption and
food preparation. Granaries stored harvested crops, ensuring food security, while
designated market areas facilitated the exchange of goods. These were not just
functional spaces but also social arenas where culinary knowledge was shared and
adapted. The physical layout of the city itself was an early map of its spice routes, with
pathways leading to markets, and resting places for travelers, all contributing to the
dynamic exchange of food and culture.

The early Delhiites, like any other population, developed preferences shaped by their
environment and available resources. The hardiness of certain crops, the abundance
of specific animals, and the influence of regional cooking styles all contributed to a
developing taste profile. Over time, certain dishes and ingredients would have become
emblematic of the region, even if they were constantly evolving. This early period was
about establishing a baseline, a foundational layer of taste that would serve as the
canvas for the culinary masterpieces to come. It was a slow, organic process of
accretion, where each new addition enriched the overall flavor palette.

The gradual sedentarization of nomadic communities around Delhi also played a role
in the evolution of its food. As people settled, they moved from foraging and hunting
to more organized agriculture and animal husbandry. This shift brought greater
stability in food supply and allowed for the development of more complex culinary
techniques. The cultivation of grains like wheat and barley, along with the
domestication of animals for milk and meat, fundamentally altered the diet and led to
the creation of new dishes. The early Delhi kitchen was a reflection of this transition,
moving from necessity to a burgeoning artistry.

The impact of religious practices on food was also significant, even in these early
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stages. The dietary laws and customs of various communities, whether Hindu, Jain, or
later, Muslim, influenced what was consumed and how it was prepared.
Vegetarianism, for instance, had a long history in certain segments of the Indian
population, leading to sophisticated meat-free dishes. The arrival of Islamic rulers
brought with it the concept of Halal, impacting meat preparation and consumption.
These religious foodways, while sometimes restrictive, also spurred culinary
innovation, leading to a wider array of dishes and specialized cooking techniques.

The exchange of culinary knowledge wasn't always formal; it often occurred through
observation and imitation. A cook in a caravanserai might pick up a technique from a
traveler, or a local vendor might adopt a new ingredient they saw being sold in the
market. This organic transmission of knowledge was crucial in the absence of written
recipes or formal culinary schools. It was a fluid, adaptive process where good ideas,
regardless of their origin, were quickly absorbed and integrated into the local food
landscape. This informal learning environment fostered a dynamic and ever-changing
culinary scene in early Delhi.

Even before the establishment of grand empires, the concept of hospitality, deeply
ingrained in Indian culture, played a role in shaping food traditions. Travelers, often
weary and hungry, would have been offered sustenance, leading to the sharing of food
and recipes. The act of sharing a meal transcends cultural barriers, and in early Delhi,
it would have been a powerful force for culinary exchange. Every shared meal was an
opportunity to taste something new, to learn a different way of preparing food, and to
contribute to the city’s growing gastronomic repertoire.

The early spice routes were not just pathways for commodities; they were conduits for
cultural diffusion. Each spice, each ingredient, carried with it the legacy of its origin, a
whisper of a distant land and its unique culinary practices. When these elements
converged in Delhi, they didn't simply mix; they hybridized, creating something
entirely new yet retaining echoes of their past. The result was a cuisine that was
inherently diverse, a testament to the myriad journeys that had crisscrossed its dusty
plains and fertile valleys.

The growth of Delhi from a collection of settlements to a formidable capital was
paralleled by the increasing sophistication of its food. As political power consolidated,
so too did culinary practices. Royal patronage attracted the best chefs, who, with
access to diverse ingredients and resources, pushed the boundaries of what was
possible in the kitchen. This era saw the genesis of dishes that would eventually
become synonymous with Delhi, even if their forms were still evolving. The very idea
of a "Delhi cuisine" began to take shape, a delicious byproduct of centuries of
migration, trade, and cultural exchange.

The evolution of grinding techniques, from rudimentary stone mortars to more
sophisticated hand mills, also influenced the texture and flavor of food. Finer flours
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and pastes allowed for more delicate preparations, while the ability to grind spices
freshly enhanced their aroma and potency. These technological advancements,
though seemingly minor, had a profound impact on the culinary landscape, enabling
cooks to create a wider range of dishes and experiment with new textures and flavors.

The interplay of sweet and savory, a hallmark of Indian cuisine, would have been
present from these early stages. The availability of indigenous sweeteners like jaggery
and honey, combined with fruits and dairy, allowed for the creation of various sweet
dishes. The balance between these elements, often surprising to an outside palate,
became a defining characteristic of Delhi’s food. The culinary traditions that began in
these early settlements were not just about sustenance; they were about pleasure,
about delighting the senses with a harmonious blend of flavors.

The domestication of various animals for milk, particularly cows and buffaloes, also
introduced a rich dairy component to Delhi’s diet. Ghee, yogurt, and various milk-
based sweets would have become staples, providing both nutrition and flavor. The use
of dairy not only enriched existing dishes but also led to the creation of entirely new
ones, further diversifying the city's culinary offerings. This emphasis on dairy products
would remain a consistent feature of Delhi’s food, evolving and adapting with each
new wave of culinary influence.

The early settlements, even without the grand architecture of later periods, would
have had designated areas for cooking and dining. Communal ovens, shared cooking
spaces, and informal eateries would have been common, fostering a sense of
community around food. These shared spaces were not just functional; they were
incubators of culinary innovation, where recipes were exchanged, techniques were
honed, and new dishes were born out of collective effort and shared meals. The social
aspect of eating has always been central to Delhi's food culture, even in its earliest
forms.

The very air of early Delhi, permeated with the aromas of cooking fires and spices,
would have been a sensory map of its culinary migrations. The smoky scent of
roasting meats, the pungent aroma of simmering lentils, and the sweet fragrance of
drying fruits would have blended to create a unique olfactory signature. This sensory
experience, a constant reminder of the city's diverse foodways, would have been as
much a part of its identity as its nascent architecture or political power. The air itself
was a testament to the continuous movement of flavors through the capital.

The transition from a food economy based on local foraging and rudimentary
agriculture to one supported by complex trade networks was a slow but steady
process. As the city grew, its demands for food increased, necessitating more efficient
systems of procurement and distribution. This led to the development of more
organized markets and a greater reliance on long-distance trade. The early spice
routes, initially informal pathways, gradually evolved into formalized channels,
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ensuring a steady supply of exotic ingredients to the burgeoning capital. This
economic shift fundamentally altered the culinary landscape, making a wider array of
foods accessible to more people.

The importance of preservation techniques in these early days cannot be overstated.
With limited refrigeration, methods like drying, pickling, and salting were essential for
ensuring food security and extending the shelf life of ingredients. These techniques
not only allowed for the consumption of seasonal produce year-round but also
contributed unique flavors and textures to dishes. Pickled vegetables, sun-dried fruits,
and salted meats would have been common, reflecting the ingenuity of early cooks in
maximizing their resources. These traditional preservation methods continue to
influence Delhi’s food to this day.

The very concept of a "dish" in early Delhi was often fluid, adapting to available
ingredients and the preferences of the moment. Recipes were rarely written down,
passed instead through oral tradition and practical demonstration. This allowed for a
great deal of improvisation and regional variation, making each meal a unique
experience. While a core set of ingredients and techniques defined certain
preparations, the precise execution could vary widely, reflecting the individual skill
and creativity of the cook. This fluidity was a defining characteristic of Delhi’s early
culinary landscape, fostering a spirit of continuous innovation.

The enduring legacy of these early spice routes is evident in Delhi's contemporary
food scene. The diverse array of ingredients, the blend of indigenous and foreign
flavors, and the rich tapestry of cooking techniques all trace their origins back to these
foundational periods. The city’s palate, a complex blend of many influences, is a direct
result of its history as a crossroads of cultures and a hub of trade. From the simple
sustenance of the caravanserai to the refined cuisine of later empires, Delhi’s food
journey has always been one of constant evolution, driven by the movement of people
and the irresistible allure of new flavors.
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