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FOREWORD

I review cookbooks for several different magazines and so there’s a continuous flow of new cookbooks across my desk. Many of the books are quickly recycled. The best are read and garner space in my office library to be used as reference or for an occasional recipe. There’s one cookbook, however, on my kitchen shelf at an easy reach to the right of my range. Amadea Morningstar and Urmila Desai’s The Ayurvedic Cookbook is close at hand. Its smudges and dog ears attest to steady use during the past several years. Now, having read Amadea’s Ayurvedic Cooking For Westerners, I’m making space for one more in-the-kitchen book.

I’m interested in books that further individual and global health. I’m put off by nouvelle cuisine that flaunts new for the sake of being new—or bizarre for the sake of being bizarre. Despite any media blitzkrieg, I’ve no time for shoddy fads or con jobs. In terms of my digestion, I will pass on synthetic fats, bioengineered tomatoes and/or any other highly refined, manipulated, desecrated ersatz food. Instead, thank you, I subscribe to the theme underlying countless natural food cookbooks. Simple, unadulterated foods afford greater nourishment.

Ayurveda takes this obvious, bedrock truth one profound step further. It ups the game with a whole new paradigm. Apply Ayurvedic principles to the selection and preparation of basic food stuffs and they become medicinal to our whole being. This truth is hot. Pharmaceutical companies, beware. Your match, in the form of this modest book, is the ring.

This East Indian holistic approach provides a radically different mind-set than our Western “magic bullet” approach. Sure, the thought of any magic solutions to our problems is seductive. However, taking vitamin C to prevent a cold, or radiation to combat a cancer does not ameliorate the impact of a lousy diet and lifestyle. The real magic lies in right relationship.

What excites me about Ayurvedic Cooking For Westerners is that it bridges East and West. Amadea Morningstar melds her years of western clinical nutritional training with the wisdom of Ayurveda to provide the contemporary westerner with a system that enhances total health through our familiar daily foods. It’s that simple. Ayurveda provides a 5,000 year old, time-tested system that succors body, mind, and spirit. By bringing harmony and balance, it is preventive medicine.

Fortunately this preventive medicine is in the form of comforting dishes like Savory Vegetable Pot Pie and Carrot Cake. My guests, my adolescent children and even their friends ask for seconds of this kind of medicine.

There are hungry times and social times when we welcome food as the gift it is without judging its quality. Indeed, much of the world’s population hasn’t the luxury of making food quality choices. For many of our meals, however, we can discern.

The more we bring to this discernment, the greater our potential gain. This is true of any relationship be it with food or another person. With Ayuveda we have an opportunity to learn how food’s subtle properties affect constitution. This enables us to more fully celebrate food and more fully receive it as a gift from our mother earth.

To get started, take 5 minutes to determine your constitutional type (see page 283). Next, at your own pace experiment with the recipes and note how you feel after eating a dish balanced for your particular health. Bringing this awareness to your cooking may very well become one of the most important self-help tools you’ll ever give yourself.

There are parts of Ayurveda with which I wrestle, for some of it flies in the face of my culinary proclivity such as the nixing of ferments and use of tropical and semi-tropical fruits for cooks in a temperate region. However, given the scope of the book, these concerns are small. Thankfully, the author’s undogmatic approach encourages and supports me to go at my own pace and glean my own truths.

Possibly Ayurveda’s most relevant truth for westerners is its emphasis on freshly prepared foods. I’ve not found this so clearly expressed in any other traditional cuisine. If you happen to suffer from low energy, mental confusion, illness or depression then go without fast food, junk food, leftovers, restaurant meals, and canned or frozen foods.

For readers looking merely for vegetarian recipes, Ayurvedic Cooking For Westerners is an effective book for it contains excellent and workable recipes. But like a many layered cake, it offers much more. Let’s briefly look at the layers.

It is an easy introduction to Ayurveda. Applying Ayurvedic principles to your diet enables you to literally embody and integrate the principles, and it provides a useful philosophy for understanding other people and the natural realm.

Thanks to the symbols at the top right of each recipe, this book is also a helpful seasonal guide. Hedonist that I am, seasonal foods are fresher and therefore more flavorful. Additionally, seasonal foods are more apt to be regional foods and eating locally strengthens the local economy. As we all dwell in a specific time and environment, I find that favoring seasonal and local foods supports our ability to be present to this specific time and environment.

Ayurvedic Cooking For Westerners is a godsend to people suffering from food allergies and/or degenerative illnesses. In the words of Hippocrates, the father of medicine, “Let food be your medicine, let medicine be your food.” Cooking Ayurvedically and with Amadea’s input for specific conditions (see appendixes) enables this fine tuning of foods to ones individual constitution and therefore the return— or maintenance of—good health.

A last reason why Ayurvedic Cooking For Westerners holds together so harmoniously is the author’s generous gift of herself. I’ve had the fortune of breaking bread with Amadea, and attest that the book aptly mirrors her gentle being and geocentric wisdom. As a reader, you will feel comfortable and at home in Amadea’s earthy and healthy kitchen. Step right in.

Rebecca Wood
Author of Quinoa the Super Grain, and
Whole Foods Encyclopedia:
A Shoppers Guide


AN INTRODUCTION

I have been exploring and cooking with Ayurveda, the “science of life”, for the last eleven years. I was first drawn to this ancient system of healing in 1983, as a Western nutritionist seeking a deeper sense of how foods heal. I was excited by Ayurveda’s emphasis on the therapeutic importance of food, and its systemized approach to different foods for different people. Ayurveda’s way of approaching each person as a unique individual with unique conditions slowly turned around how I practiced nutrition, some 240 degrees. In my twenty years in practice, I had been drawn especially to therapeutic nutrition, food and healing, so Ayurveda attracted me quite naturally.

Cooking plays a prominent part in this five-thousand-year-old East Indian system, which makes use of other diverse therapies such as yoga, meditation, astrology, and gem healing. Because food and digestion are so important in Ayurveda, foods which are fresh, light, tasty and easy to digest are considered essential both to daily life and to any of the healing regimes one might undertake.

An Ayurvedic diet makes generous use of a full spectrum of fresh vegetables, fruits, grains, legumes, and milk. It plays with herbs and spices the way a painter would with the colors on her or his palette. These herbs and spices, often common kitchen items like fresh ginger, cardamom, cinnamon, cumin, coriander, or fennel, are used to support agni, the digestive fire within us.

As Ayurveda becomes more popular in this country, more and more people want to cook in an Ayurvedic way. And yet there have been limited resources available to learn how to do this. This was a large impetus for creating this book. I wanted to help people be able to create healing meals for themselves, with familiar healthy foods. Often the words “Ayurvedic cooking” evoke (if they evoke anything at all!) the aroma of delicate vegetable curries, gentle kichadis, hot chappatis, light basmati rice. And these are in fact the cornerstones of traditional Ayurvedic cooking from India. But Ayurvedic cuisine can encompass a wide variety of other sorts of vegetarian dishes, so long as they are fresh, easy to digest, not fermented, and prepared with loving care. In fact, one of the principles of Ayurveda is to make use of the plants, herbs and foods of one’s own region. Making a healing Ayurvedic meal is likely to be a lot easier than you might have imagined. And it can include many of your old favorites from childhood, properly prepared.

In Ayurveda, food is considered to affect the mind as well as the body. By understanding how to prepare foods best suited to our minds and bodies, we can utilize nutrition as a deeper source of healing. Our diets are largely under our own control, often more than we realize: no one else can eat for us. This can be profoundly empowering, when we realize “what a healing tool we have in our own pots”, as my friend Chandrakant once said.

Once the concepts of cooking fresh, light vegetarian meals in an Ayurvedic way are grasped practically, the speed with which you can heal and balance can be tremendously encouraging. Ayurveda recognizes that there are different causes for conditions: genetic, congenital, metabolic, and so forth. Depending on the cause, diet will provide a striking difference in some conditions and in others may only offer relief from certain symptoms. Yet given the help I have seen it give to individuals in widely varying circumstances in my two decades of practice, I would urge you to try it.

It is my hope that you will begin to understand the simple beauty of Ayurvedic cooking, and be able to apply it readily in your own life. May you have a growing confidence in creating your own Ayurvedic meals. In time, you may even find yourself choosing an “Ayurvedic” meal out at a Japanese or Mexican restaurant, say, as your grasp of how to eat in an Ayurvedic way becomes more and more clear. For those of you who have developed an appreciation for East Indian cuisine, my desire is that this book offer a bridge between culinary traditions, and broaden an understanding of the principles of Ayurveda here in the West. There are many people who understand Ayurveda and Ayurvedic cooking better than I do; numerous issues remain to be explored. May this cookbook serve as a springboard for others, diving deeper and ranging wider.

Ayurveda is an earth-based medicine, with its foundations in nature. This is a very different way of looking at healing than we Westerners are used to. To give an example from another earth-based healing system: Westerners often imagine that native “weather makers” control the weather, ordering it to rain here or there, say. Nothing could be further from the truth. There is not a control or power relationship here; weather people do not make the forces of nature do their bidding in a particular way. Rather it is a friendly and co-operative process. Weather people work with friends. These friends are non-human nature energies or nature spirits or whatever you would like to call them. Because they are long-time friends, they respond to the requests of the weather person, who honors their independence. It is not a hierarchical or one-up kind of relationship. It is several beings working together.

In Western medicine the approach is to “make” our bodies well, with pills, shots, radiation, and so forth. But when you are truly working in an Ayurvedic way, this is not what you are doing. You’re befriending your body, your vehicle, so that it and you can co-exist more smoothly. Neither bodies or nature spirits like to be pushed around. Perhaps you are involved in an Ayurvedic approach already, perhaps not. In any case, before you pop that Ayurvedic herbal preparation in your mouth, or brew up your next soup, think again. What is your intention here? What are you doing, how are you working with yourself?

Healing and balance inevitably bring up deeper issues of how Ayurveda and food relate to the planet and her health at this time. This is a profound concern for me, and so I have included thoughts and information about the Earth and her beings in boxes throughout the text. It is my deep hope that these questions and searchings will resonate in some way with your own, as we all live in this increasingly fragile world together. In its deepest aspects, Ayurveda is the science of how to live in harmony both with our bodies and our planet. In reality, they are not two, but one.

Something the Dalai Lama wrote last year in his foreword to Tibet: Reflections from the Wheel of Life touched a deep chord in me. He said, “Like the lotus which thrives in mud, the potential for realization grows in the rich soil of our everyday lives.” Cooking, cleaning, breathing, how we respond to one another, are all part of this soil.

This work is a kind of coming out for me: a daring to go deeper, and a hoping that this book connects with kindred spirits wherever it is needed. Thank you for joining me.

Amadea Morningstar 
Santa Fe, Hew Mexico 
April, 1994
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UNDERSTANDING AYURVEDIC COOKING

It is important to understand that Ayurveda is a healing science. How you eat is considered a major therapeutic tool, one of the most important things you can do to help yourself from an Ayurvedic perspective.

In Ayurvedic cooking, first you want to regularize absorption, assimilation and elimination. This is the most important offering an Ayurvedic cook can make: sharing foods which are easy to digest. As the Ayurvedic “eater”, your first aim is to be able to take in what you are eating well and easily.

Next you work (with an Ayurvedic practitioner, traditionally) to correct any imbalances that need righting (your vikruti). Then, you can choose foods best suited to your physical constitution (your prakruti, Vata, Pitta, Kapha). But, as Dr. Sunil Joshi, an internationally recognized Ayurvedic physician, once told me most kindly and emphatically, first attend to appetite, digestion and elimination. Then work to balance the finer points of constitution.

To do this, the first step is to eat a primarily (pure, fresh) diet, avoiding rajasic (fiery) and tamasic (spoiled) foods in the main. Sattvic foods are fresh and light and help clear the mind. For more information about sattva, rajas and tamas, see p. 10.

So most importantly, you begin to eat foods which are fresher and purer. This means, too, foods free of additives, preservatives and pesticides as much as possible. Once you feel you are getting the hang of this much of the dance, you can begin to consider some of the subtler points of Ayurvedic food dynamics. Ayurveda appreciates food from a number of perspectives. A food’s taste (rasa) is important, whether it is sweet, sour, salty, bitter, astringent, or pungent. Each of these six tastes has different effects on the body. And food has varying impacts on the body, from the time you first taste it (rasa), to the time it enters your stomach (virya), to the time it has been absorbed (vipak). Each of these dynamics is considered when an Ayurvedic physician suggests a particular food. Will it relax you, will it stimulate you, will it warm you or sooth you? All of these questions are important.

In the ideal therapeutic setup, an individual working with an Ayurvedic way of eating gets to eat foods which are soothing to both the mind and body. (Contrast this with the many parts of our world, where an individual is lucky if s/he gets to eat at all.) And contrast this with the food which is typically available and advertised here in America. The vast majority of foods available to us on this planet are sattvic with sweet vipak. These are also the preferred foods from an Ayurvedic standpoint (see Table 5 p. 24). However, we are often and repeatedly given—or choose—foods in an American diet which are neither sattvic nor easy on the digestion: hard cheeses, ice cream, tomato-based foods being familiar examples. We have acquired such a taste for these that it can take a good amount of perseverance to steer our boats in other directions. And this is a large part of what I wish to offer here, relatively easy ways to begin to direct your habits and “vehicles” toward healthy shores.


A BIT OF ORIENTATION

I begin with a discussion of the five elements, key to the practice of Ayurvedic cooking. We then explore food and mind in the form of sattva, rajas and tamas, a beginning point in Ayurvedic cuisine. There is then an explanation of food and some of its effects on digestion, including post-digestive effect. I finish this introduction to Ayurvedic cooking with a brief section on constitution. There are a number of fine books about Ayurvedic constitution, and it seemed unnecessary to repeat them here. Playing with Food follows, which are all the recipes, which I do hope you’ll enjoy, both as a cook and an “eater”.

In the Appendices, a lot of information lurks. If you’ve heard about Ayurvedic constitution, prakruti, and are curious about beginning to understand what constitutional type you might be, there is info and a questionnaire to assess yourself in Appendix I. If you know your constitutional type, but aren’t clear about the kinds of foods best suited to your constitution, there’s a lot of information about that in Appendix II. Tridoshic, Vata-calming, Pitta-calming, and Kapha-calming menus can be found in Appendix IV.

In traditional Ayurvedic medicine, allergies comprise little if any of the attention. Ayurveda was developed some four to five thousand years ago, in a world much different than ours today. We were not producing chemicals by the ton then, or setting off radioactive weapons for “practice”. These actions have had a damaging effect on beings, including human beings. I have seen ancient Ayurvedic approaches be of a great deal of help here, in strengthening immune systems and assisting the gut in functioning more effectively. (Though it is no substitute for working together as communities to stop the destructive processes in our midsts.) In my own life and practice a number of years ago, I began to use modern rotation diets in conjunction with Ayurveda, for people with food and/or environmental sensitivities. In extreme cases rotation diets can be particularly useful, so I include information in Appendix V for people who want to work with them. I also spent time developing these vegetarian rotation meals, because even the excellent books about allergies that I know of offer little, if anything, for vegetarians with allergies. I need to say, though, that simply cleaning up one’s diet and working with a good Ayurvedic physician can do much to help milder allergies, and a rotation diet may prove unnecessary in such cases. Entries like,*ROTATION DAY 1 DISH, related to this system of help for allergies. There is more information in Appendix V for those who are interested.

In struggling with my own food and mold sensitivities, I had moved back a number of years ago into occasional meals of chicken or fish simply to keep some kind of nutritional equilibrium inside. I am grateful to Dr. Sunil Joshi of Nagpur for many perspectives, including help in discovering ways to effectively heal Candida in a vegetarian way. A summary of this Ayurvedic approach to Candida can be found on page 233. I want to thank Dr. Shalmali Joshi for her clear and grounded review of this material on Candida for accuracy. (Any errors are, of course, my own.)

Polarity Therapy is a rising new healing practice in the West, based on ancient concepts from Ayurvedic and Chinese medicine. I was fortunate to be able to teach in a Polarity Therapy program this last year, and was struck by the many similarities between Polarity and Ayurveda. Many of the recipes in this cookbook are appropriate for a Polarity program. I have included a little bit of information about this healing science in Appendix VI, with lists of recipes you can use in a Polarity program. **POLARITY PURIFYING DIET DISH or **POLARITY HEALTH BUILDING DISH at the end of recipes, lets you know they make good Polarity dishes, as well as Ayurvedic ones.

Ultimately, though, food needs to taste good. In fact, this is a chief Ayurvedic premise! So, bon appetit!
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THE FIVE ELEMENTS (PANCHA MAHABHUTAS)

At the core of Ayurveda is the five elements, pancha mahabhutas. Our bodies are made of the five elements, and we dissolve back through the five elements as we die. The five elements make up our food, our shelter, our clothing. Each of the five elements underlies the course of our health and healing. The elements are an important key to understanding how Ayurveda is structured, for they are the underpinnings of taste, constitution and all physical function. Some readers may wonder what the five elements have to do with their health and bodies. While I have said that we and our bodies are a part of nature, that is not the viewpoint with which many of us have been raised. It can be a challenge to release the old ideas of separateness encouraged by Western culture. We respond to the same laws of the elements as every one and every thing else, whether we are aware of it or not.

For example, say you are out on a camping trip; you’ve built a fire. The fire gets a little too big and hot. To calm it down, you can use either water or earth to bring it back to the size you need. If you want to put out the fire entirely, you use a lot of earth or water to douse it. You are applying basic laws of the elements here. The same laws operate within your own body. If your fire inside gets too big, out of balance, heat and pain result, in the form of ulcers, inflammation or fever. To calm this raging fire, you need more sweet earthy foods or fluids. If you take too much of these, you may douse your digestive fire entirely, and need to begin again to build it up. These are the kinds of issues with which Ayurvedic medicine works.

So what are all of the five elements? Ether (akash), air (vayu), fire (tejas), water (ap), and earth (prithvi). Ether (akash) is the element which allows all other elements to manifest. It relates to space, the void, the ever expanding universe. In Samkhya philosophy it is said that ether arises directly out of the unmanifested reality through the soundless sound of aum. It was the first element to manifest, the element which then manifested as all the other elements. Space provides the room for everything to happen. Ether manifests within our bodies as our “spaces”, bladder, lungs, stomach, even the spaces within our cells. Without space we lack the room to function in this realm. And so it is a basic beginning for all manifestation: we need a “parking spot” within this dimension in which to land. In the indigenous traditions of this continent, the Four Directions and the Above and the Below are honored. In this honoring, space, the void, the Ether element, is described. Ether plays a part in bitter taste, and in the constitutional type Vata. (No, Vata and “space case” are not identical! Just sometimes.)

The second element, air (vayu), moves like the wind, quick, restless, constantly changing. And like our minds, quick, restless, constantly changing. Never stopping, never pausing, always moving. Like ether it is cool, light, dry. “Air is Ether in action,” as Dr. Vasant Lad has said. From an Ayurvedic perspective, air underlies all bodily functions, because it is what moves substances and processes. It is intimately involved with the functions of the mind, the nervous system, the gut. It activates the senses (through the nervous system) and initiates most biological transformations. Indigenous peoples of North America call wind the gossip, because it is always moving around, spreading everyone’s news, if you take the time to stop and listen. Like wind, air is the messenger, in all parts of the body. It is in fact the messenger for all five elements, and between all five elements. If the air element is impaired for some reason in our bodies, stoppages, blockages, miscommunications can occur. If it is overpowerful, we may be on the run all the time—our minds, our mouths, or our guts. The air element is present in the three tastes: pungent, bitter and astringent. And it plays a strong role in Vata constitution. Sometimes you may encounter individuals (or institutions) that are fond of the drama of high wind. When the wind is blowing hard, everything looks dramatic, exciting. As the wind calms down, so does the environment around it, becoming more peaceful. Not everyone enjoys this serenity. Some prefer the excitement and tension of a high wind state. Some people even attempt to fan the air element, making a big commotion over small things. This can increase excitement, but also fear and anxiety. Television operates in this style a great deal, in the way it covers events and issues.

The third element, fire (tejas), is a transformative energy. It can turn raw vegetables into a soup, or grain into a dessert. In Ayurveda, it is the force behind our ability to digest food, in the form of digestive fire, agni. With the right amount of fire present in our bodies, in balance to all the other elements, we digest smoothly and well. Too little, things sit there in the gut. Too much, foods can charge through too quickly or with inflammatory reactions. Fire warms us. It can preserve or destroy us. Fire is much honored in Ayurveda for its creative action, this ability to make a relatively inedible raw grain into an easily assimilated dish. Fire is what brings the light to our eyes, the brightness to our minds, the warmth to our bellies. Sunlight is the fire of our solar system, the sustainer of our worlds. Fire plays a part in three tastes: sour, salty and pungent. It is intimately connected with the constitutional type Pitta. Fire has the capacity to stimulate—or burn out—the growth potential of seeds. For example, after a fire, a meadow may sprout wild-flowers unseen in twenty years. These long-dormant species were stimulated to grow by the heat of the fire. On the other hand, that blackened unpopped kernel of popcorn at the bottom of your snack bowl will never birth a new ear of corn, no matter how you plant it and tend it. Similarly, in the face of emergency conditions, the body can respond with fever, to burn out the seeds of disease and infection.

Water (ap) flows. This fourth element, water, is a tremendous part of our globe, in terms of how much space it occupies on the earth’s surface. Like the planet we live on, our bodies contain large amounts of water, in the form of many varying fluids with widely differing functions. Blood, saliva, lymph, digestive juices, these are all manifestations of water. When water is pure, life moves smoothly and with joy. When water is less than pure, immunity suffers, blood can become weak, kidneys struggle—and so can we. When there is too much water, we can be swept away, swollen, or worn down. When there is too little, our tissues can become desiccated or old before their time. Water is a nurturing force, one which supports growth. The presence of water is seen in processes with a unit-by-unit increase, a steady growth. It is also a powerful cleanser. When it is in harmony with all the other elements, it produces rain, dew, a healthy amount of humidity. Water flows; it needs to flow. Water is also like a mirror. It can reflect back to us what we need to see, about ourselves and others. Water is strongly present in the tastes sweet and salty. It manifests in the constitutional type Kapha, and also in the prakruti Pitta. After deep rains, long-hidden seeds can sprout. This can be advantageous or a problem, depending on the types of seeds. Similarly in Ayurveda we consider what kinds of seeds we are nurturing. We want to water the seeds of health, not disease.

The fifth element, earth (prithvi), is a grounding force in our lives. It is the ground on which we live, the homes in which we dwell, the soil in which we grow. Earth is solid, heavy, not quick to move. It provides foundations for our creations. It is the solid substance of who we are, the nitty gritty bones and teeth and skin of it. When earth is in short supply in our bodies, it is easy to wander. When earth element is excessive, it can become easy to get stuck, or repeat the same programs and routines over and over again. Change does not come readily to earth. It needs the assistance of air, fire and water to make its moves. An earthquake has decades in its making. Earth element shows up in the tastes sweet, sour and astringent. And in the constitutional type Kapha. Food in general has a lot of the earth element in it. So if we overeat, take in too much earth, we are likely to increase our mass, and/or douse our digestive fire. (Think of the unseemly flatulence you have probably never experienced after an overly ambitious potluck or buffet.) Each of the elements needs to be used in proper balance in our bodies for healthy living.

While we take each element one at a time for understanding’s sake, in reality they work together in the creation of the natural world. There is dust in the wind. Rain is not made through the forces of water alone, but in conjunction with air and earth as well. Likewise, when I say, for example, that fire is an important part of Pitta constitution, I mean that it has a predominant or strong part. All of the elements can be found in someone of Pitta constitution, not just fire. The five elements (Pancha Mahabhutas) make up a whole.

Dr. Sunil Joshi, in a recent series of lectures about Ayurveda and Pancha Karma in Santa Fe, gave a good example of how all five elements are involved in the process of growth. Imagine a seed, small and hard. You plant it in the earth. As akash, ether, enters into it, initiating its growth process, the seed begins to expand in all directions with moisture from the earth. This expansion in all directions is the nature of akash, ether. Then vayu, air, shows up in the process, as the emerging sprout begins to change direction and move in one direction. Air begins to limit the expression of ether. And with air comes change, and movement in a single direction. As tejas, fire, enters into the equation, the outer covering of the seed breaks open. To do this, a pH change must take place, the seed must become more acidic and its temperature must rise. Acidity and warmth are both properties of the fire element. Then the tiny seedling, as it breaks through the earth, adds mass and volume, unit by unit, as it incorporates more fluid. This unit by unit increase and incorporation of fluid are both qualities of the water element, ap. Prithvi, the earth element, is seen as the plant matures into a full tree, with deeply entrenched roots and strong solid bark. You can see this same sequence of events in any natural process. In Ayurveda the five elements are the main elements with which one works, and their sequence never changes. Everything is created by the Pancha Mahabhutas.

TABLE 1




	THE ELEMENTS


	TASTES


	CONSTITUTION


	SENSES[1]





	Ether


	bitter


	Vata


	hearing





	Air


	bitter

astringent

pungent


	Vata


	touch





	Fire


	pungent

sour

salty


	Pitta


	sight





	Water


	salty

sweet


	Kapha

Pitta


	taste





	Earth


	sweet

sour

astringent


	Kapha


	smell








[1] Note: A good discussion of the elements and the senses can be found in Ayurveda: The Science of Self-Healing, by Dr. Vasant Lad (Lotus Press, 1984).


FOOD AND MIND:

SATTVA, RAJAS AND TAMAS

Ayurveda embraces the whole person, soul, mind and body. Each of these is understood to impact the others. Practically, when cooking with Ayurveda, the cook considers the meal’s impact on the mind as well as the body. The assumption is that with a clear mind and a healthy body, one can more easily fulfill one’s soul purposes as well. In these days when much of the mass culture’s media seems designed to confuse rather than enlighten, to stupefy or stultify us rather than motivate us to true service, our own efforts to keep ourselves clear and lively are especially important. The demands of life in the late twentieth century are crazy-making enough without us making ourselves worse!

My roots thus exposed, I’d like to talk a little bit about how Ayurveda approaches food. As mind is considered the builder, let us look at mind first. As Dr. Sunil Joshi has said, “Mind has three properties, sattva, raja and tama. All three properties are contained in every mind, not just one. Anything in this world has to have all these properties to have existence in the world...Sattva gives us curiosity, the ability to think, the desire to wake up. Raja gives us the urge to re-organize, to work, to push, to manifest. Tama gives us the desire to rest, to stop. We must stop somewhere!” In the manifestation of any project, we need sattva to design the plan, raja to re-organize and initiate its physical manifestation, and tama to complete it, to not continue building forever. In cooking, when sattva is manifesting, you plan the meal, open the windows, clean out your house, and light the candles in preparation for your guests. With raja you cook the meal, make the final preparations and set the table. With tama you say, “Enough! I’m done cooking! Let’s sit and eat!”

In Ayurveda, foods are also used to support and bring out these three qualities of mind. Foods which support sattva are called sattvic foods; those which draw out raja, rajasic foods; and those which increase tama, tamasic foods.

Foods to help the mind become clear and stay focussed are highly valued. Such foods are sattvic in nature, or truth inspiring. Sattvic foods include most fresh vegetables, most fresh fruits, most freshly prepared grains, a good number of beans, milk, sweet cream, freshly made yogurt, mother’s milk, ghee and butter in moderation, most nuts, seeds, and cold-pressed oils, and a good number of natural sweeteners. This is not to say that anyone following this diet will become instantly incorruptible, but if your intention is to get clear and stay clear, these foods will help. They calm the mind and help to establish a middle path through the confusing array of dietary possibilities available to us. A detailed list of sattvic foods follows in Table 2.

Eating in a sattvic way has a definite impact on each constitutional type. Enhancing sattva in Vata tends to support a calmer more peaceful mind and body. In Pitta, it makes it easier to manage impatience and irritability, again, enhancing calm and peace. In Kapha, a sattvic diet supports lightness and flexibility, as well as strengthening Kapha’s innate quietness of mind.

Energetically, rajasic foods stimulate more fire, outward motion, creativity, aggression, passion. They are good foods for stirring up trouble or spurring on the dragons within. Traditionally in Ayurveda they were recommended for warriors before battle. A bit of these could be helpful if you were about to do battle with a tradition-entrenched bureaucrat, for example, to save an ancient forest. However, if your main intention is to stay calm and stick with the most cogent points, persuading through depth, integrity and sheer persistence, the sattvic foods will serve you best. Rajasic foods can enliven your tongue but will sometimes leave your brain behind! They include most fermented foods, including yogurt or kefir which has not been freshly made, garlic, peppers of all kinds, eggs, cheeses, white sugar, most sweeteners, some beans, avocado, salt, radishes, citrus, peanut, fructose, and other foods listed in Table 2.

Before you race to your refrigerator to toss out all that offending upstart sort of food, let me intercede. A bit of these foods can be used in meals with little ill effect and good enhancement of flavor. A couple of cloves of garlic per person per week, for example, would not be considered overboard at all by most Ayurvedic physicians. Avocados can be an excellent warming and grounding food, in the appropriate circumstances. If, however, you live on coffee, green chili, ketchup, or sugar, you may want to look again at how you eat. It is possible your “contentious factor” is high.

Speaking of contention, let us move on to that third category of Ayurvedic foods with a major impact on mind, the tamasic foods. Tamasic foods are those which increase inner darkness and confusion. They are good for numbing us out, depressing us, slowing us down, and enhancing inertia. “Couch potato” mentality is one apt example of a tamasic state (not to insult the noble and sattvic potato). Tamasic foods include most fast foods, fried foods, frozen foods, microwaved foods, processed foods, leftover night foods, alcohol, drugs, chemicals, onions, mushrooms, lard, meat, fish, and poultry. Again, before you attack your friend eating that mushroom omelet (or yourself), relax. Take a deep breath. There are degrees to this adhidaivic (sattvic-rajasic-tamasic) topic. Steamed mushrooms are likely to have a much milder effect on mental function than, say, a frozen steak which has been fried, rechilled, microwaved, then washed down with a hearty Manhattan cocktail.

And before you start taking yourself to task for that last frozen meal you fixed, again, slow down. This is information. It is okay to use it for your own benefit, you do not have to use it against yourself. (As I write this, my 4-year-old daughter has developed a deep-seated passion for frozen tofu pups, and turkey dogs, hardly my idea of exemplary.) Any urges you have for fresh food, let yourself notice and act on. And if you find your freezer section having less and less in it, you can know you’re on the right track to a healthier lifestyle.

This is fine said on a full and happy belly. But what about when you’re desperate to couch potato out with couch potato foods? Not the end of the world. Trust yourself and make your choices. It’s like you’re in a painting class and you’ve just gotten a recommendation from your painting instructor. Say they’ve said, if you put more red in this painting you’re doing, it would bring out its depth. Great, you might consider putting some more red in this work. It doesn’t mean you need to paint the whole painting red. There can be contrasts, plays of light. There need to be! Not every single item of your diet needs to be sattvic, unless you want it to be so. If the bulk of your choices are sattvic, that’s great.

If you take a look at our culture at present, you can see that as a people we are eating tremendous amounts of rajasic and tamasic foods: ketchup, burgers, french fries, frozen dinners, processed yogurt, and so forth. We eat very little fresh food any more. From an Ayurvedic perspective, there is a connection between how we are eating and how we are acting, our levels of violence, crime and depression as a people.

In closing, in speaking to you as an individual, I’m someone who has taken comfort in categories. Categories can be helpful, they let us know where we stand in some realms. But sometimes rather than helping us get safe inside, they bedevil us, drive us to draw boxes around life experiences that are better left unboxed. These particular categories of sattva, rajas and tamas are core, essential, in most approaches to Ayurvedic cooking. But they are only categories. Let them be your friends rather than your masters.
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TABLE 2: SATTVIC, RAJASIC AND TAMASIC FOODS




	SATTVIC FOODS


	

	

	




	Aduki beans


	Cauliflower


	Honeydew melon


	Potato, all colors





	Alfalfa sprouts


	Celery


	Jerusalem artichoke


	Prunes





	Almonds


	Chard


	Kale


	Pumpkin





	Amaranth


	Cherry, sour


	Kohirabi


	Quinoa





	Apple


	Cherry, sweet


	Lentils, black


	Raisins





	Apricot pits


	Chestnuts


	Lentils, tan


	Raspberries





	Apricot


	Chinese yams


	Lettuce


	Rice





	Artichoke


	Coconut, ripe


	Lima beans in moderation


	Rutabaga





	Arugula (in moderation)


	Coconut, unripe


	Loganberries


	Sesame seeds, hulled





	Asparagus


	Collards


	Macadamia nuts


	Sesame seeds, unhulled





	Banana, ripe


	Corn, fresh


	Mango, ripe


	Sorghum





	Barley


	Cornmeal


	Maple syrup


	Soy beans





	Basmati rice


	Cranberries


	Milk, fresh, raw, pure


	Soy milk, freshly prepared





	Bean sprouts of all kinds


	Cream, sweet


	Millet


	Spinach





	Bee pollen


	Cucumber


	Mother’s milk


	Strawberries





	Beets


	Dates, fresh


	Mung dal, split


	Sugar cane, raw





	Black beans


	Dewberries


	Mung beans, whole


	Summer squash





	Black-eyed peas


	Endive


	Mustard greens


	Sunflower seeds





	Blackberries


	Escarole


	Navy beans in moderation


	Sweet potatoes





	Blueberries


	Fava beans


	Nectarines


	Tangerines, sweet





	Brazil nuts


	Fenugreek sprouts


	Oats


	Teff





	Broad beans


	Fig, fresh


	Okra


	Tepary beans





	Broccoli


	Fig, dried


	Oranges, sweet


	Turnip





	Brussels sprouts


	Filberts


	Papaya


	Walnuts, English





	Buckwheat


	Flowers, edible, if sweet taste


	Parsnip


	Walnuts, black





	Butter


	Fruit juices, freshly made*


	Peaches


	Watercress





	Buttermilk, fresh


	Ghee in moderation


	Pecans


	Watermelon





	Cabbage, green


	Grapefruit


	Pine nuts


	Wheat





	Cabbage, red


	Grapes


	Pineapple, sweet


	Wild rice





	Cantaloupe


	Green beans


	Pinto beans


	Winter squash





	Carob


	Green peas


	Plum, sour


	Yams





	Carrots


	Hickory nuts


	Plum, sweet


	Yogurt, fresh





	Cashew nuts


	Honey, raw


	Pomegranate


	Zucchini









	RAJASIC FOODS


	

	

	




	Any canned, sweetened fruit


	Fermented foods of all kinds


	Lime


	Rice bran syrup





	Avocado


	Flowers, edible, pungent in taste


	Malt syrup


	Ricotta cheese





	Brewer’s yeast


	Fructose


	Mango, unripe


	Salt of all kinds





	Buttermilk, not freshly made


	Fruit juices, bottled


	Molasses


	Sour cream





	Cheeses, hard, salted


	Garbanzo beans


	Olives, black


	Soy milk, boxed or bottled





	Cheeses, hard, unsalted


	Garlic


	Olives, green


	Sugar, refined





	Chile


	Green peas, dried, in excess


	Peanut oil


	Sugar, white





	Cottage cheese


	Guava


	Peanuts


	Sugar, brown





	Date sugar


	Ice cream


	Peppers


	Sugar cane juice





	Dates, dried


	Jaggery


	Pickles


	Tomates





	Egg, yolk


	Kefir, not freshly made


	Pistachios, salted


	Vinegar





	Egg, white


	Kidney beans


	Pumpkin seeds


	Yogurt, not freshly made





	Egg, whole


	Lemon


	Radishes


	




	Eggplant


	Lentils, red


	Rhubarb


	








	TAMASIC FOODS


	

	

	




	Alcohol


	Frozen foods


	Microwaved foods


	Rabbit





	Beef


	Fruit juices, frozen


	Milk, homogenized


	Shallots





	Chicken


	Goat


	Milk, pasteurized


	Shellfish





	Drugs


	Ice cream


	Milk, powdered


	Texturized vegetable protein





	Fast foods


	Lamb


	Mushrooms of all kinds


	Turkey





	Fish, saltwater


	Lard


	Onion, raw


	Venison





	Fish, freshwater


	Leeks


	Onion, cooked


	




	Fowl


	Leftovers


	Onion, green


	




	Fried foods


	Margarine


	Pork
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