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Eating Falafel in Bangalore

Finding a
small taste of home

28

ASIAN JEWISH LIFE

AUTUMN 2010

Writer’sDesk
by Jessica MacKenzie Murthy

A

s much as I enjoyed living
in India, one of the most
difficult adjustments for
me was the food. I left
Washington, D.C. and
moved to Bangalore to be with my
husband who is a native of the city. I was
enthralled with almost everything about
Bangalore, but about three months in
I was having a culinary crisis of epic
proportions. I had been used to having
every type of cuisine at my fingertips,
and suddenly I was finding it difficult to
get what I wanted. Of course, there is
unending diversity within Indian cuisine,
but just like the proverbial cat who is
always on the wrong side of the door,
I was craving just about everything I
couldn’t get my hands on. I found myself
dreaming at night about cupcakes
towering with butter cream frosting,
rotisserie Peruvian chicken, and fat,
juicy burgers.
I wanted mezze with glistening olives
and silky hummus. It wasn’t that I
didn’t love the South Indian food I was
surrounded with. Who could turn down
a crispy, fragrant Mysore masala dosa
and chutney, or lovely plump idlis with a
steaming bowl of sambhar? Certainly not
me, but still… after a few months I was
searching for the food I grew up with. I
must say that not all of it was missing.
Bangalore is very cosmopolitan, and I
was pleasantly surprised to be a regular
at a brilliant Thai/Malaysian joint, not to
mention the Italian restaurant just up the
street whose chef was actually from Italy!
One day my husband and I were driving
to the grocery store and there was an
unexpected traffic jam, so we took a side
road near our house. I glanced out the
window and my heart skipped a beat. A

new restaurant was opening, and I could
have sworn....
“Stop the car!” I yelled, and my husband
slammed on the brakes. wondering what
I was shouting about.
There it was. I was not hallucinating.
The newly painted lettering said TA’AM.
And then came the best part. In small
letters underneath was written the most
exciting word I had seen in weeks:
falafel. I asked my husband to park the
car, and I jumped out before he could
even shut it off. My joy was short lived.
The guard camped out at the front door
told me they were not open yet, and as
I gazed inside the huge windows I could
see they were still setting up.
Three weeks later it was time. I couldn’t
even wait for dinner, so we headed over
for an early lunch. We walked in to an
empty restaurant and sat down. The
menu danced in front of my eyes but
for my husband it might as well have
been, well, Lebanese. I told him not to
worry (he’s vegetarian) and I ordered up
a storm. I was talking so fast I think I
confused the waiter.
Within 20 minutes our feast arrived. I
tucked into it so quickly I inadvertently
left my husband at a loss for what he
was looking at or how exactly to eat it. I
finally looked up and realized he needed
me to guide him through the maze of
dishes in front of him… falafel, hummus,
pita, pickles, baba ghanoush, pickled
vegetables of every imaginable kind,
feta cheese and tahini.
After we had demolished the meal and
were sitting and talking, I noticed a man
walking over to us. He introduced himself
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as one of the owners, and explained that
he was an Israeli who had just opened
the place with his Indian wife. He asked
us what we thought, and I grinned from
ear to ear. I told him I was overjoyed and
he thanked us for coming. But as he was
walking away, the cook in me took over.
“Wait,” I called out, “I think the baba
ghanoush needs more lemon!” I could
see him laugh even as his back was
turned. He waved his wife over from
out behind the counter and explained to
me that they had fought about that very
issue in the afternoon.
“Anything else?” he asked me, wanting
to know my honest feedback, even
though my husband warned him that I
would not hold back.
“Well, the pita is missing something… I
think the flour mix is wrong.”
He laughed again and told my husband
it was to be expected. He asked if I was
Jewish and smiled widely when I said I was.
We talked for a long time. He explained
that while there did not seem to be enough
Jews in Bangalore to form a minyan, that
he knew a few others and they regularly
met during holidays. We were, of course,
more than welcome to join them.
We shook hands and said our goodbyes.
I smiled all the way back to our apartment
finally feeling like a little bit of home was
finally with me in my otherwise perfect
corner of India.
Ta’am closed not long after I left
Bangalore in 2008, but the taste of
hummus, the smell of falafel frying and
the feel of a warm pita in my hand will
always bring me back to Bangalore.
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