A Bengali bounty

CHITRITA BANERJI

URING my years as a food

writer, | have championed

the cause of regional
cuisine as the only authentic culi-
nary identity. | have scoffed at the
mere mention of "Indian" food or
curry powder, which | came across
often enough in America. Yet it is
becoming more and more appar-
ent, even from faraway America,
that an inevitable fusion of influ-
ences from disparate areas is
changing the nature of regional
foods and eating habits in India
today.

And in fact, there is nothing new
about this trend. The same Bengali
cuisine that | wanted the world to
know and appreciate, instead of
focusing on the ersatz curries and
tikka masalas available in Indian
restaurants everywhere, has also
evolved and changed over the
centuries. Even a casual look at the
pages of Bengali narratives going
back to medieval times shows
significant differences from the way
we cook and eat in Bengal today.
With the passage of the centuries,
Bengali cuisine has eagerly taken
and absorbed exotic ingredients,
and repeatedly been modified by
external influences. The same is
true of other regional cuisines in the
subcontinent.

In this context, what is authentic-
ity? In an unstable, mobile age,
when do the borders of regional
uniqueness relax? Is it possible for
specialties rooted in ingredient,
terrain, altitude, soil, and cultural
beliefs to survive in a time of rapid
perpetual motion?

Bengalis love fish. Mention
Bengalifood to anyone in India, and
the first image it evokes is that of
fish and rice. Geography is respon-
sible for the traditions -- from a high
aerial perspective you can see
Bengal (and historically, this
includes both the Indian state of
West Bengal and the country of
Bangladesh) as an enormous delta
in the eastern part of India, criss-
crossed by rivers and rills too
numerous to count. The smaller
ones join up with the major rivers
like the Ganges, the Padma, and
the Brahmaputra, but eventually,
they all find their way into the salty
waters of the Bay of Bengal. On the
map, you will see the emptying out
of this collective water pitcher
identified as the Mouths of the
Ganges.

Fly lower down, and you see the
land that makes the delta -- alluvial
soil, renewed every year with the
silt deposited by flooding rivers,
precious as gold to the farmer. The
presence of the rivers and the lakes
and the rich coastal waters bor-
dered by the mangrove forests of
the Sunderbans, have automati-
cally made freshwater fish a major

part of the Bengali diet. Moreover,
fish here, as in many parts of China,
is not merely food. As a symbol of
prosperity and fertility, it touches
many aspects of ceremonial and
ritual life.

In our extended family, my
mother's kitchen was famed as a
renewable source of gastronomic
delight. And the one thing she loved
above all was fish, no matter what
its size, texture, or density of flesh
and bone. As a picky and tempera-
mental child, | didn't share her
enthusiasm. Until | was old enough
to goto college, when an expansion
of my world helped develop my
palate, there were only a few kinds
of fish that | tolerated. The rest,
however much they were recom-
mended by mother and grand-
mother as "brain food," were anath-
ema, particularly the tiny, exces-
sively bony creatures that were
either crisply fried or made into
fiery, red-hot concoctions with
julienned potatoes.

As | grew into my teens, what
particularly aggrieved me was
being dragged to the fish market by
my mother, despite vigorous pro-
tests. She was determined that |
should grow up with some sense of
where my food came from. | hated
the noise, the crowds, and the
slippery, wet surface of the aisles
bordered with gutters where the
fishmongers, sitting on high slabs of
concrete, threw out fish offal and
dirty water with careless abandon
even as they loudly touted their
goods. Sometimes, my mother
bought a fish head to cook with
roasted moong dal -- a specialty
that makes Bengali fish lovers
salivate, while outsiders grow
queasy. Choosing a majestic carp,
she would command the fish-
monger to cut off the head and then
portion it. With fascination border-
ing on horror, | watched as the man
picked up the huge fish in both
hands and ran it with one swift, yet
powerful movement against the
blade of the bonti, a Bengali cutting
instrument whose curving blade
rises vertically out of a thick wooden
wedge placed on the floor. As he
triumphantly held up the head with
its exposed dark red gills, it seemed
more alive than the whole fish.
Instinctively, | closed my eyes and
held my breath lest some fishy spirit
haunt me. Returning home from the
market, | scrubbed my face, hands
and arms with soap and water, and
rubbed down my dress with wet
hands, hoping to delete the odor of
fish but uneasily aware of its linger-
ing potency.

Arriving in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, as a graduate
student, | discovered that nothing
symbolized the contrariness of an
outsider's life better than one's
reaction to fish. In New England, a
long maritime history has created
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To me, the hilsa is both a memory of joyful family meals and a symbol of loss. It is a fish that is strongly linked to
the Bengalis' seasonal appreciation of food. The first drenching downpours of the monsoon, when all creatures
stir back to life after the searing, draining torpor of summer, are celebrated with that classic Bengali meal --
khichuri (rice and dal cooked together, flavored with ghee, ginger, and whole garam masala) and freshly caught

hilsa.

an eating universe ruled by cod,
halibut, tuna, salmon, bluefish,
swordfish and other inhabitants of
the great Atlantic, so much so, that
the word "fish" is almost synony-
mous with seafood. But in those
early days after arrival, | was igno-
rant enough to repeatedly fall into
the trap unwittingly set by generous
American hosts.

"Do you like fish?" they would
ask as they took me out to dinner.

"Oh, yes," | would respond with
Bengali enthusiasm, having tired of
the large pieces of chicken covered
with fatty skin, the hamburgers, and
the recalcitrant cuts of meat labeled
"London broil" that were served in
the dormitory cafeterias of that
time.

And so they took me to well-
known "fish" restaurants. Each
time, | ordered an item with a new
name, and each time, | encoun-
tered the strong, briny flavor guar-
anteed to put off a person used to
eating freshwater fish. In Bengal,
where the rivers rule the land, the
ocean is rarely explored as a
source of fish. In fact, marine fish
are traditionally considered inferior
to fish harvested from lakes and
rivers and are consequently much
cheaper. All my favorite varieties
were freshwater ones. Confronted

by the disconcerting flavor of the
fish served to me in America, |
assumed at first that what | didn't
like was the blandness of the prepa-
ration, the total lack of spices. Ifonly
the Puritan palate could embrace
the tangy seasonings of my native
land, what a difference it would
make, | reflected as | picked at my
portion. Since | didn't know how to
cook, this was a natural mistake.
Gradually, however, | figured out
that this was a cultural, not a culi-
nary divide: it was the seafood itself
that tasted so foreign to me. And
despite the many years spent here,
I have not been able to cross it. The
offerings of the sea, with a couple of
exceptions, do not quicken desire in
me. It is, however, a Bengali limita-
tion, not an Indian one. The food of
India's coastal states, like Goa,
Kerala, and Maharashtra on the
west, and Orissa on the east,
includes many kinds of seafood
transformed by intensely flavorful
spices.

On arecent trip back to Bengal, |
watched an old man lift an enor-
mous wok onto the stove and, with
hardly a pause for rest, pull forward
a tray containing rows of cleaned
parshey, one of Bengal's favorite
fishes. Usually eight to ten inches
long, these slender silvery beauties

are cooked whole.

"What kind of sauce are you
making for them?" | asked as he
quickly dusted the fish with salt and
turmeric powder.

He pulled out a plate containing
dollops of freshly ground spices
and pointed to mustard and posto
(poppy seeds). In the wok, the
mustard oil heated up and released
its characteristic aroma. The old
man threw in a pinch of whole
nigella seeds and several split
green chilies before putting in the
fish, sautéing them, and adding the
spices. As he transferred the
cooked fish to a large enamel
serving bowl, the heady smell of
ground mustard and green chilies
brought back the redolence of
meals | had eaten during earlier
visits from America. My father was
still alive then, and my journeys
were filled with anticipation, of the
food he would buy from the market
and the delightful dishes my mother
would make for us to share.
Parshey being a favorite of mine,
my father always bought some for
my first lunch -- fat, oily specimens,
their bellies bulging with roe,
cooked in a pungent mustard sauce
similar to the one that | had just
watched being made by the old
man.

There are more varieties of

freshwater fish in Bengal than
weeks in a year -- or there were,
according to narratives written as
late as the mid-nineteenth century -
-and these were to be found all over
the land. Poor peasants who had no
money to spend in the market could
simply wander out to the paddy
fields during the monsoon and pick
up handfuls of small fish from the
standing water. The so-called
climbing perch, moving across land
in search of water when lakes or
ponds dried up in the summer, also
became food for the finder. Butas in
so many countries, the growth of
population, habitation, pollution,
and over-fishing has left its mark on
Bengal. In urban markets, fish is
now an expensive commodity.
Mythology, however, dies hard in
the collective memory, and there
are several species on which the
Bengalis have lavished imagina-
tion, affection, symbolism, and
desire in equal measure. The large
rui -- especially the head, which is
part of the ceremonial meal made
for the son-in-law every summer --
and the giant prawns both fall into
that category. But perhaps no other
fish arouses as much emotion
across the board as ilish -- the
Bengali shad, which the British

called hilsa.

The mystique of the hilsa can
be understood only in the context
of a larger Bengal which was split
into two by the 1947 Partition of
India -- West Bengal (in India),
and East Pakistan, which later
became the country of
Bangladesh. For the inhabitants
of pre-Partition Bengal, the only
line of demarcation between east
and west was the geographical
line of the River Padma. The
people on the eastern side were
called Bangals and those on the
western side were Ghotis -- both
jocular terms used to convey
rivalry, derision, superiority, and
plain difference. Over time, the
division was further reinforced by
demographics, Muslims forming
the majority in East Bengal and
Hindus in the west. Cooking
techniques and food preferences
reflected both religious and sub-
regional differences. However, a
common bond of culture and
language persisted through the
centuries, creating a unique
Bengali identity recognizable all
over the subcontinent. Rice and
fish remained the ideal Bengali
meal on both sides of the border.

Nothing exemplifies this
Bengali identity better than the
region's love affair with the hilsa.
The two major rivers in the east
and the west, the Padma and the
Ganges, respectively, have
always been the prime sources for
this fish which begins life in
estuarine waters and then moves
up river to spawn. During my
school and college years in
Calcutta, | often heard heated
discussions between members of
my family (rooted in West Bengal
for countless generations) and
their friends and colleagues who
had migrated from East Bengal
about which was the superior in
flavor and taste -- the hilsa from
the Ganges (that we swore by) or
the one from the Padma. But this
was a minor difference. There was
absolute, indissoluble agreement
over the fact that no fish can rival
the hilsa's exquisite flavor or
delectably tender flesh, not the
large rui with its ceremonial and
ritual status, nor the giant prawn
with its rich, coral-filled head, nor
the myriad other specimens that
fill the waters of Bengal. In appear-
ance, too, it had the edge, a full-
grown specimen being nearly two
feet in length, its small silver
scales shimmering vividly, its eyes
like pale blue gemstones even in
death.

To me, the hilsa is both a memory
of joyful family meals and a symbol
of loss. It is a fish that is strongly
linked to the Bengalis' seasonal
appreciation of food. The first
drenching downpours of the mon-
soon, when all creatures stir back to

life after the searing, draining torpor
of summer, are celebrated with that
classic Bengali meal -- khichuri
(rice and dal cooked together,
flavored with ghee, ginger, and
whole garam masala) and freshly
caught hilsa. On other days during
the monsoon, when the plump,
kidney-shaped roe (much like shad
roe in appearance) is available, it is
gently dusted with salt and turmeric
and sautéed in mustard oil to be
eaten with plain rice. As for the fish
itself, recipes for hilsa are too
numerous to document, with fami-
lies each adding their individual
touches.

The hilsa was an item with which
my mother sometimes constructed
an entire meal. We started with a
few pieces of fried fish and the roe.
But the plain rice was enlivened by
pouring over it the oil in which these
had been fried -- the bare teaspoon
of mustard oil in the pan usually
increasing to half a cup with the
rendered fat from the fish. The head
came next, fried, broken up into
pieces, and combined with the
leaves and stems of a green called
pui. The bulk of the fish was divided
into two portions, one cooked with a
ground mustard paste, its pun-
gency merging into that of the
mustard oil, the other (bonier por-
tions of the back) made eitherinto a
jhal with hot red chili paste, or an
ambal with tamarind pulp.

The likelihood of such meals has
dwindled almost to the point of non-
existence, not only for me in the
absence of my parental home, but
also for the region. The over-
polluted Ganges is producing fewer
and fewer fish, and very few of
these are allowed to reach full-
bodied maturity. In recent years,
every time | have visited the fish
markets of Calcutta, and asked
about the hilsa, the vendors point to
specimens that have been
imported from Bangladesh -- the
hilsa from the Padma that is bigger
in size, and yet, to the West
Bengali, deficient in taste and
flavor. And even those may soon
disappear as Bangladesh keeps
exporting large quantities of frozen
hilsa to Europe and America for
eager Bengali expatriates. Bengali
tradition, based on the ecological
awareness that comes with an
agricultural way of life, imposed a
ban on eating hilsa during the
crucial months of late spring and
summer, thus allowing the fish to
grow, mate, and spawn. But this
graceful "darling of the waters" may
well be doomed to an existence
only in memory and legend.

The preceding essay is excerpted from "Eating
India: An Odyssey Into the Food and Culture of
the Land of Spices," published by Bloomsbury
USA.
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nationalities and faiths. Let us not play into the hands of the terrorists, and let our
precious freedom, for which so many of our previous generations fought and so
many of our fellow humans continue to struggle in many parts of the world, prevail.

TALHA J. AHMAD

RITAIN once again
B stands frightened by the
prospect of terrorist
attacks. A group of misguided
individuals commit themselves to
mindless acts of carnage and
violence. It is right that our gov-
ernment and people condemned
such acts of outrage with utmost
disgust.

Praise, therefore, is due to
those who responded so well to
the threats. Praise, indeed, to our
security forces, political leader-
ship and emergency response
teams throughout the UK. | note
particularly the statements by
Alex Salmond and Jacqui Smith,
both of which emphasised the
need to remain united. Alex
Salmond's reassurance to the
Muslim community is particularly
noted with a sigh of relief and
gratefulness.

Having praised our security
forces and our politicians, it is fair
for us to pick on those who delib-
erately use events like this to
further their own narrow inter-
ests. One such quarter is, of
course, our media. As always, |
note that the media once again
failed to be responsible, and
continued with their outrageously
biased and inflammatory tone. At
atime when we need conciliation,
and calm and measured cover-
age of events, the media uses
words which can only increase
the heat, causing enormous
distress to so many innocent
people.

Listening to BBC Radio 4 this
morning, | felt very concerned for
all those doctors from Asian
countries, particularly for those
from Jordan and Egypt. In fact,
the questions were so outra-
geous that anyone listening to
them would assume that the
presenter of the program was
convinced that doctors of Arab
origin, in particular from Egypt
and Jordan, were guilty of crimes
and posed a serious threat to our
national security. | wondered
where the fine principle of crimi-
nal justice which says "innocent
until proven guilty" was?

| wondered too about Radio 4's
objectivity, respect for due pro-
cess of law, and impartiality. |
wondered how they would have
reported this incident if it had
taken place in a developing (pref-
erably) Muslim country, and some
westerners were to be arrested
and reported in the same manner
in Iranian National Press? | hear
some mutter "well we cannot be
compared with Iran," and that is
where the problem lies.

Terrorism is a threat to us all, it
has the potential to destabilise
the entire world. The terrorists
seek to create confusion, chaos
and suspicion between communi-
ties and citizens to destroy the
normality of our daily lives.
Through creating division and
suspicion they seek to fracture
our social fabric, which in turn will
give rise to panic and anger.
Anger and panic will lead to des-
perate acts, which in turn will lead
to backlash and instability, thus

bringing an end to a harmonious
way of life. This way the terrorists
will eventually achieve their
objective, which is to destroy our
society in which people of all
faiths, races and nationalities
flourish side by side in mutual
cooperation, respect and trust.
The media, and for that matter all
those who act irresponsibly,
forget the fundamental values of
our society, and let their preju-
dice, emotion and hatred lead
their judgements, only to play into
the hands of the terrorists in
furthering their objectives.

All those people who have been
arrested on suspicion of involve-
ment with these notorious attacks
should be treated fairly; justice
must follow its own course and
give them their due. Presumption
of their guilt not only violates the
basic principle of our justice sys-
tem, it also seriously threatens the
prospect of them being treated
fairly. Furthermore, assuming that
they are wicked, hinting that all the
people of similar ethnic and reli-
gious origin are a threat to national
security will only help to create
mistrust, anger, and resentment,
and provide reasons for many to
be convinced that society and
social institutions were biased
against people of a specific reli-
gious affiliation. In addition, not
letting justice take its own course
indirectly implies that our justice
system is incapable of coping with
the new environment, which, of
course, is not the case.

In conclusion, let me just add
one more thing. The discussion of

increasing the power of the
police, and giving them more time
to detain without charge is
unhelpful. | applaud Brown's
reluctance to rush new legisla-
tion, and hope that common-
sense will prevail. There is noth-
ing to suggest that any of the
terrorist attacks could have been
prevented by longer detention
without charge, nor does it follow
commonsense. The culture of
detention without charges fuels
anger and resentment, it makes
more innocent people victims of
bias and abuse of power by our
security forces. Extremely low
rate of prosecution, and even
less success in conviction, and
the mistakes of Forest Gate,
Charles De Menezes are enough
to highlight the need for restraint
in bringing about new draconian
measures.

Many citizens of this country
concur with me in finding a com-
parison between some of our
harshest laws brought about in
response to these terrorist
threats with those that existed in
places like apartheid South
Africa. No one would agree that
those laws were effective in
keeping the "ANC terrorists"
away from realising their dreams,
it only helped those activists to
strengthen their resolve. We
need to be able to stand confi-
dent, and trust our people of all
colours, nationalities and faiths.
Let us not play into the hands of
the terrorists, and let our precious
freedom, for which so many of our
previous generations fought and
so many of our fellow humans
continue to struggle in many
parts of the world, prevail.

The author is a freelance writer, educator and
broadcaster in the UK.
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lLbIe-bed reactors is considered to be

safer than driving a car. The safety and simplicity of operation of a pebble-bed
reactor based power plant, therefore, offer a pragmatic, safe, and economic
power generation alternative for Bangladesh. It needs to be explored further,
as a potential option for mitigating the eclectic power shortfall in Bangladesh.

S.A. MANSOOR

HE Chernobyl catastrophe in

1986 in the USSR, and then

the Three Mile Island near
disasterin 1997 inthe USA, has casta
depressing shadow on the possibili-
ties of electric power generation from
nuclear energy. Since then, power
generation from nuclear reactors has
become more or less taboo! The
nuclear power plants now running in
EU understandably maintain a very
low-key profile.

Activities in this sector are more or
less unofficially kept under wraps, and
voluntary self-censored. Given this
somewhat justified fear, and well
publicized fear and apprehension,
most countries tend to give the pros-
pect of nuclear power generation a
wide berth! Added to it this is the prob-
lem of nuclear waste disposal, which
needs various safeguards in handling
and containment.

Given this historical background,
the possibility of having nuclear
power stations in Bangladesh natu-
rally appears to be a dangerous
prospect. However, nuclear technol-
ogy for power generation has under-
gone fundamental changes in the
safety-oriented design, concept and
operation of the plant. Modern
nuclear power plants have funda-
mentally been reinvented, and made
especially safe and disaster proof for
normal operation without special
safeguards.

Currently designed nuclear power
plants must satisfy a number of
critical fail-safe criteria:

It must be technically impossible to
have a runaway chain reaction,

irrespective of any accident or system
failure, or any conceivable human
carelessness in operation. This is a
critical and essential criterion of the
new generation plants. Simply stated
it should not produce mass radiation;
irrespective of any operational error or
negligence; the power plant must be
inherently safe.

Nuclear power fuel for these
plants is totally different from nuclear
weapon-grade fuel. It has to be
impossible (repeat, impossible) to
use this fuel to make any kind of
nuclear weapon.

Spent-fuel disposal must be
simple and easy. It must not cause
any radioactive problems in any
manner in the future. The possibility
of uranium coming in contact with, or
being exposed to, the atmosphere
must not exist.

The cost of generating electric
power should be lower than that of
convention fuels like coal, oil or gas.

A number of designs meeting
these demanding safety criteria
have been developed in various
countries. Among them, the "pebble-
bed" reactor is the most interesting
and the safest version. In this case,
uranium fuel is enclosed in a minute
spherical casing, like a very tiny ball
bearing, around 0.03 inch in diame-
ter. The enclosure of the sphere is
ultra-strong, capable of sustaining
very high pressures and tempera-
tures; with no possibility of uranium
dust spreading. Like the contain-
ment dome of traditional nuclear
power stations, the containment
zone of this nuclear enclosure is a
four-layer shell, less than one milli-
meter in diameter.

During operation, neutrons pass
through this enclosure casing shell,
breaking up the uranium atom into
two atoms of lower atomic weight,
and releasing heat. This fission
reaction releases two or three neu-
trons that fly out of this shell and
enter other shells. Thus, the chain
reaction begins; but the uranium
always remains inside the individual
enclosure shell. In a pebble-bed
reactor, around 15,000 such shells
exist in a fuel ball (pebble), similar to
but slightly larger than a billiard ball!

Each such pebble generates
around 500 watts of heat when the
reactor is fully operational. The
essential safety feature is in the
design of the small enclosure shells
that make up the pebbles, so that the
balls decrease neutron production
once the reactor temperature
reaches a maximum of 1600°C
without any human intervention. This
ensures that the reactor remains
meltdown proof.

The nuclear reaction occurs in an
underground pressure vessel, about
20 feet in diameter and 65 feet in
height. Inside it are about 310,000
billiard-ball-like fuel pebbles, and the
same number of graphite balls to
moderate the reaction. The reactor is
continuously refueled by adding new
balls at the top and removing the
spent balls from the bottom. This
process eliminates the costly shut-
downs needed for recharging tradi-
tional nuclear reactors!

The fuel balls, in turn, heat helium
gas entering from the top of the
pressure vessel and leaving after
passing through the pebbles at
about 900°C. This volumetric expan-

sion of the gas is transformed into
rotating motion of the alternator to
produce electricity.

With very high exhaust tempera-
tures, these power plants have
higher electric power generation
efficiency. The helium gas is used to
turn the electric power generator
turbine, and the turbine exhaust gas
(helium) also acts as coolant, elimi-
nating the need of most of the auxil-
iary and support equipment essen-
tial in a conventional nuclear power
plant! These auxiliary equipment are
usually the Achilles' heel of conven-
tional nuclear power plants!

In pebble-bed reactors, uranium
remains sealed inside the super
strong shell and cannot leach out
when spent balls are stored. These
tiny shells are designed to last a
million years! Comparing overall
plantsizes, the pebble-bed reactoris
mini-sized! Areactor generating upto
200 megawatts is about the size of a
standard 40 feet shipping container!
Large sized plants can have a num-
ber of such reactors in modular
formation; operated from a common
control room.

Future nuclear power plants will
be totally isolated from the possibility
of nuclear weapon production! The
pebble-bed reactor fuel has only 9
(nine) percent uranium 235 and
91(ninety one) percent uranium 238.
With such a composition it is impos-
sible to make weapon grade nuclear
material!l Weapon grade uranium is
highly enriched (or use plutonium).
In essence, the operation of such
pebble-bed reactors is considered to
be safer than driving a car. The
safety and simplicity of operation of a
pebble-bed reactor based power
plant, therefore, offer a pragmatic,
safe, and economic power genera-
tion alternative for Bangladesh. It
needs to be explored further, as a
potential option for mitigating the
eclectic power shortfall in
Bangladesh.

The writer is Technical Adviser, Spectra Group.
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