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Steeped in ancient traditions and packed with healthy
ingredients, South Indian cuisine is a delicious cultural highlight
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HE BIGGEST DIFFERENCE between
South and North Indian food is cultural,”
says Manyjit Gill, Corporate Executive
Chef (Hotels) at conglomerate ITC. “In
the South you can still see the effect of
some of our ancient indigenous cuisine,
but in the North the food has been influenced by waves
of invasions by the Greeks, Persians, Afghans, Mughals
and others.” As a result, North Indian food lost its con-
nection with the country’s ancient cuisines, whereas in
the South, ancient cooking methods as depicted in old
Indian manuscripts are still preserved.

The cultural differences influence everything from
cooking ingredients to techniques. North Indian food is
generally richer and heavier, thanks to lavish use of daily
products such as ghee and red meat. However, Alamelu
Vairavan, the co-author (with Patricia Marquardt) of
Healthy South Indian Cooking, points out that South
Indian cooking is not only lighter but is also healthier.
“South Indian cooking uses a minimal amount of light
cooking oil, not the clarified butter and heavy cream used
in the kitchens of many Indian restaurants,” she says.
“Vegetables are not served just boiled or steamed but are
cooked fresh to crisp-tender to maintain their nutrients
and colour. Salt can be reduced or eliminated entirely,
substituting spices. South Indian cooking uses a variety
of lentils which are high in fibre and protein and more
easily digestible than animal protein.”

Although South Indian dishes rely heavily on veg-
etables, lean meats and fish, legumes and rice, they are
anything but boring. “One vegetable such as cauliflower
can be cooked in so many different ways, each cauliflower
dish tasting differently because of using various spices
and spice powders,” says Vairavan. The seasonings are
subtler than those in North Indian cookery. “A miscon-
ception is that the food is very hot and spicy. It can be
spicy, if desired, but it can also be mild. It depends on
individual preparation.”

The way spices and powders are combined varies
within the four states that make up South India and
the different language groups within those areas. But
the basic processes and cooking techniques are similar,
says Vairavan. Initially, dry-seed spices are sautéed in
a small amount of oil. Spices get infused in oil to bring
out their aroma and flavour before other ingredients
are added, in a process known as tempering. And the
dishes are versatile. “Vegetables are cooked as delicious
stir-fries called poriyals, or they are cooked with lentils
to make kootu, a thicker, slightly saucy vegetable dish,”
says Vairavan. “They are also cooked with lentils to make
a delicious sambhar, a vegetable sauce dish that is served
as an accompaniment with breakfast or served over rice
to make a wholesome meal.”
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Dragonair flies daily
to Bengaluru
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Deep-fried prawns
with curry leaves
at Bengaluru's
Dakshin restaurant
(right); an array of
Indian spices (left)
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While wheat-based chapatis will show up on South
Indian menus, it is rice — whether cooked in a clay pot,
on top of the stove or in a modern rice cooker - that’s the
basis of most meals. Lunch might be plain rice but for
special occasions South Indian cooks prepare a variety
of uniquely flavoured rice dishes such as lemon rice,
tamarind rice, tomato rice and a variety of vegetable,
chicken and mutton biryani rice dishes.

Many fans of South Indian food would probably say that
breakfast is their favourite meal. This might consist of a
multigrain pancake (adai), a delicate dish called idiyap-
pam, a sweet crepe called appam served with coconut milk
infused with saffron and cardamom, and flufty dumplings
called kuzhi paniyaram. There are dosai, paper-thin pan-
cakes that puft up spectacularly; vada, akind of doughnut
made from lentil-based flour; and idli, a soft steamed rice
cake. Chutneys are often served with breakfast and are
always made fresh but never sweet. They usually include
coconut and might be made from a combination of herbs
such as coriander and mint.

Coastal South Indian cooks rely on
seafood and each region has its own
variations and techniques. Molly,
for instance, is a popular south
Indian Kerala-style fish dish,
says chef Naren Thimmaiah
of Karavalli restaurant in
Bengaluru. “IfThad to think
of three iconic South Indian |
dishes, they would be fish
molly, Chettinad chicken and

Spices used in South
Indian cuisine (top)

are infused with oil to
bring out their aroma
and flavour. Lemon rice
(above) is a favourite dish
for special occasions
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Bengaluru residents
(left) have plenty of
dishes to choose from
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the humble sambhar,” he says. “In all
these dishes, the balance of flavours is
very subtle and work together to make sure
that one particular ingredient or taste stands

out as the main flavour.”

The ancient practice of Ayurvedic medicine plays a
role in Indian cuisine, especially in achieving the balance
of the six flavours: sweet, salty, sour, bitter, pungent and
astringent. A number of South Indian dishes are fermented
overnight, not just to make them lighter on the stomach
but also to promote the probiotic beneficial bacteria that
aid digestion. Even the seasonings are good for you.

Vairavan points out that coriander seeds were once
used by Chinese doctors to treat all kinds of digestive
problems. Fennel and cumin seeds, often served after
ameal, are antioxidants that aid digestion. Turmeric is
an antioxidant, anti-cancerous, anti-inflammatory sub-
stance that is believed to reduce the risk of Alzheimer’s
disease. Chilli peppers are powerful antioxidants and
contain, gram for gram, at least twice as much vitamin C
as oranges. “Chilli peppers do not aggravate and may
even help those with ulcers and gastro-intestinal prob-
lems,” says Vairavan.
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Dosai with coconut,
ginger and green
chilli chutney
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SOUTH INDIAN
RESTAURANTS
IN BENGALURU
BEDNZETH
MENERERE

Dakshin

Located at the ITC Windsor hotel,
this restaurant serves regional food
from across South India. From

the chef’s trolley enjoy delicious
appams (sweet crepes) made right
at your table.
www.itcwelcomgroup.in

Karavalli

This 20-year old restaurant at
The Gateway Hotel is known for
its coastal seafood dishes.
www.thegatewayhotels.com

Mavalli Tiffin Rooms
Customers queue for delicious food
at this institution in Bengaluru,
known for its Sunday brunches
and daily breakfasts.
www.mavallitiffinrooms.com

South Indies

This stand-alone brand focuses
on regional cuisine from the
four South Indian states.
www.thesouthindies.com

Dakshin
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