Odriana zegt iets die over voedsel interesseert

-Odriana vander Brugghe

Last month I made a promise to talk about what I did for Ice Dragon, and, unfortunately, I didn’t make it in time to get my piece entered.  Sadness.  However, I did get to see a great deal of really beautiful work and to enjoy the company of other people.
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Most importantly for this column, I picked up a wonderful pamphlet from the “Feudal Gourmet” series which is produced by the fabulous Madrone Culinary Guild (Seattle, WA).  The pamphlet is “ A dinner from Moghul India”, recipes based on the Ain-i-Akbari (a record of Emperor Akbar's (1556 to 1605) reign).  The Ain-i-Akbari literally means the Rules (Ains) of Akbar.  It is actually the third section of a large work, the Akbarnamah, which was written by Abul Fazl Allami, a great friend of Emperor Akbar and court historian. This work details the history of Akbar’s reign up until his 47th year.

Because this Ain-i-Akbari is a series of rules and regulations, it gives very precise measurements of what spices and ingredients belong in the dishes that it lists.  This is unusual in the world of medieval cookbooks, as typically what you have is a general list of ingredients and sometimes relative proportions (ex: “as much cinnamon as nutmeg, ginger, and cloves”), but not precise amounts like you do in this text.  To give you a feel for just how precise the information is, here is a recipe from the original text:

"There is a large kind, baked in an oven, made of 10 s.
 flour; 5 s. milk; 1 1/2 s. ghi; 1/4 s. salt. They make also smaller ones. The thin kind is baked on an iron plate. One ser will give fifteen, or even more. There are various ways of making it; one kind is called chapati, which is sometimes made of khushka; it tastes very well when served hot." (Friedman, 2000)

Now, as you can see, precise measurements and no instructions.  So, you have the opposite problem than you would with a Western European cookbook.  However, to my mind, half of the battle is fought if you have precise instructions, because then you have the ability to figure it out and not have to muck about with proportion as much.

The most interesting thing for me was just how little the cuisine has changed in Northern India.  Here is the menu that was created for the pamphlet:

Subhani (dried apricots stuffed with marzipan)
Naan (flat bread)
Sanbusa  (little meat pastries)*
Tamarind Sauce  (dark sweet and sour sauce)
Mango Preserve (light mango sauce with coriander & cumin seeds)
Raita (yoghurt & cucumber dip)
Lamb Birinj (lamb in saffron spiced rice with nuts & raisins)*
Badinjan (fruity aubergine puree)
Saag (spinach sautéed with onions & spices)
Fresh fruits
Shirbirinj (rich rice pudding)
Gulab Sharbat (light rose flavored beverage)
*Those who follow the Hind tradition of abstaining from meat were served instead a spiced chick-pea Sanbusa, and Lazizan, a sumptuous rice dish enriched with pulses, nuts, raisins and spices.
I have ordered most of this in restaurants in the last year.  They have the same names and everything.  When I have the time to do a bit more research, I am going to compare and contrast the amounts using the information from the Ain-i-Akbari with some modern recipes to see how close they really are.

Now, if only I could find a copy……….

For more information:

The Madrone Culinary Guild Website: http://www.liripipe.com/mcg/

For the Pamphlets Directly: http://www.liripipe.com/mcg/pamphlts.htm
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Picture of Emperor Akbar is from http://www.indhistory.com/akbar.html
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� Units used in the Ain I Akbari are: 1 ser = 2 lb 2 oz, 1 dam = 7/10 oz, 1 misqal = 1/6 oz.








