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Description:

From Publishers Weekly Narayan, who grew up in Chennai, India, writes in humorous, tender
prose about her family and their love of food. Rituals surrounding food are central to every aspect of
life, such as the choru-unnal ceremony of a child's first meal of rice and ghee. When her mother is
pregnant with her brother and the women gather to feed her and chew betel, Narayan writes, "As
they chewed and their lips and tongue became stained red, their jokes became more risque, their
gossip more personal, their bodies more horizontal." Food is intimacy and comfort, and Narayan's
book neatly transitions between descriptions of her family's life and the meals that punctuated it.
Recipes for staples such as rasam (a bean and rice comfort food) a wonderful recipe for upma (a
semolina vegetable stew)-which she serves to a grumpy group of Americans-complement more
festive recipes for snacks and meals such as inji curry (a pickle with ginger and tamarind). When
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Narayan comes to America for a year at Mount Holyoke, she misses her native food but, in a
hilarious sequence of events involving two dead goldfish, chances upon a taxi driver from Kerala
whose wife feeds her olan, made with pumpkin, black-eyed peas and coconut milk. Narayan's
sparkling, insightful narrative makes for a delightful cultural and culinary read.
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From Weaving together stories from her remarkable life with tasty Indian vegetarian recipes,
Narayan offers insights into Hindu culture and custom and contrasts her upbringing with life in her
adopted America. Born and raised near Madras as a Brahmin in caste-conscious south India, she was
part of an extended family of wonderful eccentrics. Her portraits of small-town life include the "iron
man": no body builder, he went from house to house ironing clothes with the aid of a coal-fired iron.
Shunning bottled milk, Narayan drank hers squirted straight from the udder to her mouth. Food and
the enjoyment of it were central to her family, so when Narayan won a fellowship to study in
America, the only way the family would let her travel was for her to prepare a proper banquet for
them. Reaching New England, she immersed herself in American life without giving up her
vegetarianism. Following tradition, her family arranged for their daughter to marry an appropriate
mate, and to her surprise, her family chose well. This is a delightful, stereotype-shattering memoir.
Mark Knoblauch
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