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Going off track

Home to several migrant communities, London’s East End has a thriving food culture

CHARUKESI RAMADURAI

At Brick Lane, home to the Bangladeshi community

Charukesi Ramadurai
mirrorfeedback@timesgroup.com
TWEETS @_MumbaiMirror

N

ow, this is the site where
the body of Jack the
Ripper’s fifth victim was
found,” declares Emily,
our guide. That gets our
attention. Standing in front of the
modern car park at White’s Row,
we silently contemplate Mary Jane
Kelly’s gruesome end. In London’s
East End, there is no getting away
from the Ripper legend.
Jack the Ripper was by no means
the world’s scariest or most prolific
serial killer, but he was certainly
one of the most famous during his
time and remains so after all these
years. This is largely due to East

ough. At 10.30 am, Spitalfields is
buzzing, with sellers of antiques
and bric-a-brac, artisanal cupcakes
and organic soups, handmade jewellery and designer clothes setting up shop.
The East End has
always been welcoming of immigrants
and each community
has left a
mark on
its food
scene. First, the
Huguenots
(Protestants) fleeing
France came around 1685. On
our way to Brick Lane, we walk
past the grand houses of these fine
silk weavers on streets which still
bear French names. Then the Irish
workers arrived in the mid 1700s
seeking employment in the

End’s reputation for being a hotbed
of vice and villainy by the mid19th century.
London’s East End has gone
through extremely tumultuous
changes in London’s recent history.
Today, it is one of the most vibrant
districts in the English capital. Yet,
the streets of East End remain off
the radar for most tourists
even locals.
The walk,
organised by
the Eating
London food
tour, begins at
Spitalfields market,
one of the
oldest in London
and most prominent
landmarks of this bor-

London docks and later on, escaping the local potato famine.
The East European Jewish community fleeing persecution in
Poland and Russia found this area a
safe haven and stayed here for
almost a century from 1880 to
1970, making it one of Europe’s
largest Jewish communities. Emily
points out the grand ‘Soup kitchen
set up for the Jewish poor’ building
that fed over 1,30,000 Jews even in
the beginning of the 20th century.
We come across remnants of the
area’s Jewish heritage later on in
the walk at Beigel Bake — where
bagels are boiled before being
baked in traditional Jewish style —
in Brick Lane, famous for staying
open 24 hours a day.
Thanks to popular culture, any
mention of Brick Lane immediately brings to mind its Bangladeshi
community. Here, it does feel a bit
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Brick Lane and its surrounding areas have some of the most stunning street art in the city

BY SUHEL
SETH

TELLING IT STRAIGHT From the man who doesn’t suffer fools

When simple things are forgotten

T

here is a lot to be said
about a man for the way he
walks. In the way he opens
doors. In the manner in
which he cares for those he
loves. The way he looks after his
parents. There is a lot to be said
about the way we drive; the way we
value honesty and the forthrightness with which we conduct ourselves.
But I guess these are now incidental distractions in our lives and
do not form the core. We are judged
not by how we sit but where we sit.
Our fights are no longer over who
will pay the bill but over which person we can come to blows for. The
people standing outside nightclubs
leering at women are not extra-terrestrial beings but people like us.

People who drive drunk are not
from Mars and women who behave
in the most despicable manner are
not from Venus either. There is a
degradation that is taking place and
more often than not we blame
‘someone else’ but never ourselves.
Every time you gawk at a lecherous
bystander and not call the police,
you are condoning crime. Every
time you drive past a fallen man
you are exhibiting an apathy which
has now become our leitmotif.
I see young school children
looking at their mobile phones over
family dinners; I see dating couples
sending messages to each other
across a restaurant table whilst at
dinner together; I see weddings
where there is no love but just a
grand guest list: ask the attendees

the names of the bride and the
groom and they won’t have a clue.
This is the kind of society we have
morphed into. Satire has been
replaced by humour. There was a
time when we could laugh at religion: today we use it as a weapon of
mass destruction. There was a time
when we could make fun of someone’s intellect: today it is about
equality and injustice. We were a
country that revelled in happiness:
today most of the time we celebrate
rage. From Phool Khile Hain Gulshan
Gulshan to Newshour has been a tremendous journey: in the former we
could celebrate that person’s
achievements: today we ridicule the
state of that individual.
Our politicians at one time were
wordsmiths and orators. Today

most of them are louts and crooks.
In the India of yore, we celebrated
original thinking. Today, we keep
harking back to the past where
anguish lives and not achievement.
Societies can never be nurtured
on the negative. They must feed on
hope. Cynicism has overtaken
every facet of our life. There is no
one and nothing we trust. But there
are many isms that we jump to.
Activists are on the march without
a cause and those who have genuine causes have no voice. Even
cricket has been reduced to the
analysis of corruption and not the
analysis of scores.
There is only this much that we
will be able to stomach as a people.
Manners have been given the short
shrift and boorishness is what is

You can write to Suhel Seth at
mirrorfeedback@timesgroup.com
important. I don’t remember a single time when the Khap
Panchayats had such a powerful
voice but today they do. So the
question that we perhaps need to
ask ourselves is how come we are
regressing as human beings but
progressing as an economy?
And to quote Shakespeare, perhaps the fault lies in ourselves and
not in our stars. The rush to
become someone is more important than the rush to define who
we wish to be. Perhaps we need to
humanise ourselves all over again.
Start from the basics. Look at parents as family and not badges of
honour or legacy ATMs. Worship
teachers every day and not only on
September 5. And think of ourselves as Indians not just on
January 26 or August 15. Perhaps
then we will become who we really
should be.
Simple and yet fine men and
women.
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VAHISHTA MISTRY IN AUSTRIA

Vahishta Mistry, a 31-year-old marketing professional did
something most of us have only dreamed of doing. He sold his
possessions and set out to explore the world. Have a question for
him? Ping him @vahishta and he’ll answer them here

St John Bread and Wine, known for its nose-to-tail philosophy

A Viennese waltz

An unconventional day in the European cultural centre

A waitress at Poppies, the award
winner at the national ‘fish and
chips’ event
like walking in a market in Mumbai’s
Dadar or Delhi’s Sarojini Nagar; the
tall tower of Jamme Masjid in the distance, little money transfer kiosks
with names like Deshforex and shops
selling colourful quick-dry saris. We
are here to taste curry — and Britain’s
national dish of chicken tikka masala
— at Aladin.
The highlight of Brick Lane is the
stunning street art, including UK’s
own Banksy and Eine, Belgian artist
ROA and Chilean Otto Schade. And
the cheerful chaos. If the main street is
home to Bangladeshis, the narrow
lanes surrounding it attract hipster
Londoners with their quirky cafés and
trendy boutiques.
And what is a London food walk
without the usual suspects? So, we
have bread and butter pudding served
piping hot, with generous lashings of
vanilla custard, at The English
Restaurant.
There is ‘fish and chips’ at Poppies,
which is no ordinary cod but a winner
at the National Fish and Chip awards.
In a country with over 10,000 “chippies,” this is no mean feat. I find
Poppies enormously charming: the

Street art at Brick Lane depicting communal harmony

BEFORE YOU PACK
h Getting there: There are
several direct flights to
London from Mumbai
h
Where to stay: Accommodation in London can be very
expensive. Stay at one of the
Z Hotels in central London at
Soho, Picadilly or Victoria,
with rates starting from £70
(Rs 6, 800) per night.
h
Best time to visit: Avoid London during the winter season
— December to March. The
summer months from JuneSeptember are favourable

INDIA ON
INSTAGRAM

jukebox, the waitresses in cutesy red
costumes and the wall posters with
Cockney rhyming slang (brown bread
for dead, pen and ink for stink).
An interesting stop is St John Bread
and Wine, which prides itself on its
“nose to tail” philosophy. Simply
put, its popular chefs follow a democratic — if queasy for me — cooking
policy of “no body part left behind.”
Luckily, that morning, we are offered
only a cured bacon sandwich and
poached pear in yoghurt sauce.
My favourite is the final stop at the
super tony Pizza East, which I think is
the perfect metaphor for this neighbourhood’s gentrification. Sitting on
the uncomfortable high stool, I muse
on the fact that, from pudding made
from stale bread to salted caramel
chocolate tart, the East End has come
a very long way in just over a hundred years.

PHOTOGRAPH by ASEEM ARORA,

Film and TV writer, Mumbai
Instagram@aseemarora

Here’s a square
slot just for you

We’re looking
for strange and fantastic photos of
our country. Photographer Paroma
Mukherjee will handpick those
that best convey that mood, and
tell us why she loves them

Send your pictures to
instagramformirror@
gmail.com with your
name, profession and a
note on where and
when you took
the picture
An aerial view of the Western Ghats in February 2014

The raw hills are shot from a good perspective, their depth engulfed in mist as one looks deeper
into the image. The filter manages to highlight the hard terrain, making the hills appear seemingly
mysterious and unscalable

A typical Viennese eatery, un-marred by tourists

I

f you ever want to put your
sense of independence of
thought to test, you should
travel for a couple of months
through Europe. For backpackers
and more conventional tourists
alike, Europe is where you can lose
your sense of individuality.
You are herded en masse from
one historic site, palace, statue or
other civic embellishment to
another, until you wind up at your
hostel or rented apartment or
hotel as the case may be. It’s easy
to get sucked into this whirlpool of
monumental tourism as I’ve come
to call it. It happened to me in
Paris, Brussels and, to some extent,
in Budapest — which is why my
memories of those places are more
of the things I saw than of the people I met.
Those visits to Paris and Brussels
were short – a day or two, far too
little to make meaningful connections, which is why I don’t feel too
bad about them. They were, after
all, transit stops on the way to and
from other destinations. But
Vienna, I promised myself, would
be different. No more cookie-cutter
tourism. Vienna, I insisted, would
be cultural.
My couchsurfing host,
Christian, was sympathetic. “So
many people come here, see the
sights and leave, thinking they
have seen Vienna, understood the
city.” I knew that I too would fail if
I set my goals as high as ‘understanding’ Vienna — that doesn’t
mean anything after all: what does
it mean to understand a city? I
have lived in Mumbai all my life
and I still fail to understand it. No:
my goal was more humble. I wanted to have a few days in Vienna
that would let me see the city as an
outsider. One who was mindful of
the existence of more than just the
tourist sights. So, the first thing I
did was leave the city. Vienna is a
low city, as most cities with historic buildings are. There are few
buildings with more than five storeys and just one real skyscraper. I
wanted to see the city from above,
so off I went to the Stefaniewarte, a

tower on the hills overlooking the
city. Named after crown princess
Stefanie who, in 1880 had the
same idea as I did and, since she
could afford it, commissioned a
484 foot tall tower that I ended up
using, 120 years later.
I’d recommend getting a bird’s
eye view of the city, because when
you look at Vienna from above, it
reminds you that it’s a tiny place.
When you come to realise the tremendous impact this tiny city
had on the neighbouring countryside — not to mention on
European culture as a whole, it’s a
bit of a shock.
Vienna has its roots in a Roman
settlement, and from there it came
to influence art, music, architecture, education and cuisine. It was
the seat of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire and, according to the BBC,
in 1913, Adolf Hitler, Leon Trotsky,
Joseph Tito, Sigmund Freud and
Joseph Stalin all lived in central
Vienna. You can walk all across it
in about 25 minutes, and eat at the
same (or similar) coffeehouses that
they visited. Thus, a coffeehouse
would have to be my next stop.
Although it is cliché, I ended up
picking the Café Central, because
of the good strudel they serve. Still,
it was on the regular tourist beat,
so minus points for that.
Over coffee, I considered the rest
of the time I had in Vienna —
somehow, I had to pack many
activities in and despite the lack of
time, I managed a fair amount.
While honeymooning couples
canoodled on tourist boats on the
river, I went graffiti-spotting along
the Danube. Instead of joining the
walking tours at St Stephen’s
Cathedral, I took pictures of buskers and a well-built, but graceful
transvestite dancer. Finally, I followed a crowd to the Rathaus
(German for ‘Town Hall’, not a
house for rats) where some sort of
food festival appeared to be in
progress. As I ate my satisfactory
steak, I pondered on the day I had
just finished. It was unconventional, educational and, best of all, not
touristy in the least.

