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Abstract

The Rajbanshi community, now found mainly in the districts of Coochbeher and Jalpaiguri of
West Bengal and in some parts of lower Assam are believed to have mixed Mongoloid-Dravidian
origin. This region is situated at the foot of the hills of Eastern Himalaya and is well known for
its rich floristic diversity. Rajbanshi people use numerous wild plants as food and have some
endemic recipe for their own traditional food items. This paper documented the detailed recipe
and methods of preparation of five favourite Rajbanshi food-items [Fokdoi, Pata Khaoa, Pyalka,
Sidol and Sukati] along with the local names and useful parts of the plants. They also prepare
a special additive, Chhyaka, which is used in the preparation of many such items.
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INTRODUCTION

The Rajbanshis are a Hindu social group of people distributed mainly in the ancient royal
estate Kamrup consisted of Coochbehar, Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling and Dinajpur districts of
undivided Bengal and Goalpara and Dhubri districts of Assam (Sanyal 1965). They were
the leading community of Kamrup. However, the origin of the Rajbanshis is doubtful. E.
A. Gait (1863) quoted Colonel Dalton and considered them to be Dravidian in origin. H.H.
Risley (1891 – 1892), while admitting an intermixture with Mongoloid stock held that
Dravidian characteristics are also prominent among them. However, Rajbanshis, as they
are known in Jalpaiguri, Coochbehar and Goalpara areas are either pure Koches who
though dark have a distinctly Mongoloid physiognomy or else a mixed breed in which the
Mongoloid element usually predominates (Gait 1863). Whatever may be their origin, there
is no doubt in their ethnicity. Hence, their traditional food habit is a wealth for ethnobotanical
knowledge for the society.

Present scenario of the Rajbanshi community shows that though some of them have
recently migrated to town areas, most of them still remain in villages. Basically they are
farmers and are fond of music, peace loving and much hospitable though little idle. Bhaoia
is a type of very popular song originated from this community. They are much dependent on
local plants for food, medicine, household materials, weapons, hunting, fishing and musical
instruments (Sanyal 1965).
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Area of study

The area under the present study includes the Terai and Duars of the Northern part of
West Bengal covering the districts of Coochbehar and Jalpaiguri. Coochbehar lies
between 25° 57' 47'’ and 26° 36' 20'’ N latitude and between 89° 54' 35'’ to 88° 47' 44'’
E longitude. The total area of the district is 3387 sq km. And, Jalpaiguri lies between
26.32° N latitude and 88.46° E longitude. The total area of the district is 6227 sq km
with an average altitude of 145 meters above msl. Recently, the Alipurduar district has
been curved out of the Jalpaiguri.

The forest dominant vegetation of Terai and Duars is known to house a very rich
plant diversity (Das et al. 2010 a,b,c; Choudhury et al. 2014; Chowdhury et al. 2014;
Saha et al. 2014; Shukla et al. 2014). And, Rajbanshi villages are mostly located in such
forest surroundings.

Dependency on wild plants for food

It is estimated that in India about 800 species are consumed as food plants, chiefly by the
tribal inhabitants (Singh & Arora 1972). Rajbanshis are basically dependent on wild plants as
food sources for their sustenance even today. But, now-a-days they cultivate many established
crop plants including paddy, corn, jute, mustard, cauliflower, etc.

Rajbanshis are omnivores and like to take fishes, meat and vegetables equally.
The method of preparation, taste and aroma of their traditionally prepared food items
look unique and that is why the present study was undertaken to sneak into the Rajbanshi
kitchens to record such products. No such scientific documentation of these foods is
available till date.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The survey for the traditionally prepared food items in Rajbanshi kitchens was conducted
during the years 2010 – 2012 in some Rajbanshi dominated villages of Coochbehar and
Jalpaiguri districts located at the north-eastern corner of the I-shaped Indian state of West
Bengal. Taking assistance of previous literature, mainly of Sanyal (1965) and of the basic
rekey in these two districts four villages from each of those [Kasiabari, Goalibari, Bholarhat
and Hemkumari of Coochbehar; Ghugudanga, Manikganj, Satkura and Sakati of Jalpaiguri]
were selected and necessary permission was obtained from the village heads for the study
using personal contacts, mainly some students from different departments of the University
of North Bengal.

Traditional villages were visited in different seasons as all types of food are not
prepared by them in one season as all the useful plants are not available in all seasons.
Mainly women members of a family cook foods in the kitchen except in special occasions.
Experienced ladies, known to cook better were locally selected, interviewed using a
structured quiestionaire, and were asked to demonstration in field regarding the recognition
and collection of plant materials and in the kitchen, the final place of cooking. While
different data were recorded in the field note book, the processes were also photographed
for further analysis.

The recorded voucher specimens were identified using standard literature including
Prain (1903), Grierson & Long (1983 - 2001) and Noltie (1994, 200). www.theplantlist.org
was consulted for updating the nomenclature. The specimens are stored in the Herbarium of
the Netaji Nagar College for Women.
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RESULTS

The methods of preparation of a good number of Rajbanshi foods were recorded during the
survey. However, five of their most favourite cuisines, namely Fokdoi, Pata khaoa, Pyalka,
Sidol and Sukati are presented below. However, for most of these preparations a specially
prepared additive, called Chhyaka is essential. The method of Chhyaka preparation also
has been recorded.

Preparation of Chhyaka

Chhyaka is the key ingredient of most of the favourite preparations of Rajbanshi people. It
is an alkaline liquid. The flow-sheet for Chhyaka preparation (Fig. 1) shows that the principal
ingredients are the small pieces of rhizomes and pseudostems of Musa balbisiana Colla.
The pieces are dried under the sun and burnt to produce ash. Some amount of clean water
is added to the ash and stirred thoroughly and then strained through jute in a perforated
coconut shell. In case of large scale preparation, bamboo basket and rice straw are used to
make the filtrate substituting coconut shell and jute fibre. The filtrate is the Chhyaka. They
sometimes use this liquid as a substitute of washing powder too.

Rhizome & pseudostem
of Musa balbisiana

Cut into small pieces

Sun dried

Burnt to ash

Water added to ash & stirred thoroughly

Filtered through jute fiber in a perforated coconut shell

Filtrate is Chhyaka

Fig. 1. Flow-sheet for the preparation of Chhyaka

Preparation of Fokdoi

The key ingredients of Fokdoi (Fig. 2) are powdered unboiled rice-grains (Oryza sativa
Linnaeus), rhizome of ginger (Zingiber officinale Roscoe) and garlic paste (Allium sativum
Linnaeus), longitudinally split-up green chilly (Capsicum annuum Linnaeus), leaves of black
arum (Colocasia esculenta (Linnaeus) Schott), leaves of Baro & Chhoto Manimuni (Centella
asiatica (Linnaeus) Urban & Hydrocotyle sibthorpioides Lamarck) and Chhyaka.
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PLATE - I. Traditional foods of Rajbanshi community: Figs.A - F. Stages of
preparation of Chhyaka: A & B. Collection and drying of Musa balbisiana stem
and pseudostem; C & D. Burning and collection of ash; E & F. Filtering ash-
water mixture and collection of Chhyaka. Figs. G - J. Preparation and consump-
tion of Fokdoi; G. Ingradients; H. Ingradients smashed into paste; I & J. Pre-
pared Fokdoi and its consumption. Figs. K - R. Collection of leaves and its
preparation through packing and burning for Pata-khaoa.



Fig. 2. Flow-sheet for the preparation of Fokdoi

Preparation of Pata Khaoa

Pata khaoa (Fig. 3) is a grilled or burnt item. The principal ingredients are (i) tender arum
(Colocasia esculenta (Linnaeus) Schott) leaves; (ii) small pieces of green chilly (Capsicum
annuum Linnaeus); (iii) garlic (Allium sativum Linnaeus); (iv) onion (Allium cepa Linnaeus);
(v) mustard oil (Brassica camprestris Hegetshweiler) and (vi) table salt. In addition, banana
leaves (Musa balbisiana Colla) are used for packing. Chhyaka is not used in this preparation.

Fig. 3. Flow sheet for the preparation of Pata Khaoa

Tender arum leaves + chilly + garlic + onion

Packed in banana leaf

Smoked or burnt in a heap of burning straw

Blended with salt & mustard oil

Pata Khaoa (served with boiled rice called Bhaat)

Fig. 3. Flow sheet for the preparation of Pata Khaoa

Fig. 2. Flow-sheet for the preparation of Fokdoi

Rice powder, ginger, garlic & green chilly

Smashed to dough in a wooden mortar-pastel

Mixed in water

Chhyaka

Boiled

Few Colocasia esculenta,
Centella asiatica &
Hydrocotyle sibthorpioides
leaves (cut into small pieces)

Cooked for 5 min

Fokdoi

Preparation of Pyalka

Pyalka is a preparation (Fig. 4) of leaves of different species of plant including tender
leaves of drumstick (Moringa oleifera Lamarck), pui (Basella alba Linnaeus) and
arum (Colocasia esculenta (Linnaeus) Schott). The key ingredients are drumstick leaves,
garlic, chilly, small fishes, and Chhyaka. It is one important nourishing food and they
used to eat Pyalka after prolonged illness to regain the taste. It also helps to cure
acidity.

Susmita Roy & A.P. Das  475



Water is boiled for 2 minutes

Garlic paste, green chilly & Chhyaka

Boiled for 2 minutes

Drumstick-leaves, salt

Boiled for 5 minutes

Fried small fishes

Cooked for 2 minutes

Pyalka

Fig. 4. Flow-sheet for the preparation of pyalka

Preparation of Sidol

This is a two-step preparation. At the first step they prepare Sidol balls (Fig. 5) which is
seems to be fermented. The gravy like food item prepared from Sidol balls is also referred

Fishes

Cleaned and washed

Dried under sun for 7 days

Powdered in a wooden mortar & pastel (Chham & Gaine)

Smashed black-arum
petiole

Soft dough

Made into balls

Dried under sun for 3 days

Stored in dry ash

Sidol Balls

Fig. 5. Flow-sheet for the preparation of Sidol balls.
Fig. 5. Flow-sheet for the preparation of Sidol balls.
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PLATE - II. Traditional foods of Rajbanshi com-
munity: Figs. A - D. Stages of preparation of
Sukati: A. Cleaning of Moringa oleifera leaves;
B. Cleaning of fish; C & D. Fokdoi ready to
serve. Figs. E - K. Different stages for the prepa-
ration of Sidol: E - G. cleaning, drying and pow-
dered fish, H. Mixing of all the ingredients in an
wooden morter; I & J. Preparation of Sidol balls;
K. One raw Sidol ball. Figs. L -M. Preparation of
Sukati: L. Ingradients; M. Dry jute leaves
soaked in water; N. Prepared Sukati.
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as Sidol (Fig. 6). They used to store Sidol balls even for a year in dry ash for future use. The
key ingredient of Sidol is small locally available different types of fishes, Chhyaka, black
pepper (Piper nigrum Linnaeus), green chilly (Capsicum annuum Linnaeus, and black
cumin (Nigella sativa Linnaeus).

Sidol

Grilled in fire

Washed with water

Chhyaka, black pepper,
green chilly & garlic paste

Dissolved & boiled for 5 minutes

Sidol curry

Fig. 6. Flow-sheet for the preparation of Sidol curry.
Fig. 6. Flow-sheet for the preparation of Sidol curry.

Preparation of Sukati

It is an oil-free food-item (Fig. 7) prepared of dried jute (Corchorus capsularis Linnaeus)
leaves. Additives like green chilly, garlic and table salt are used to make it tasty. As usual,
Chhyaka is an important ingredient of Sukati.

Dried jute leaves

Soaked in water for 15 – 30 minutes
min)

Soaked leaves

Cooked for 10 minutes

Brownish water
rejected

Green chilly & garlic Chhyaka

Sukati

Fig. 7. Flow sheet for the preparation of Sukati
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DISCUSSION

Rajbanshi people, probably, learnt the technique of cooking long back as they can prepare
a good number of food-items in their well-defined kitchen. A food must be nutritious,
palatable, tasty and with appealing texture, colour and flavour. Rajbanshis having a number
of such preparations and the present paper recorded the detail recipe and the method of
preparation of a good number of such items. The five of their favourite cuisines namely
Fokdoi, Pata khaoa, Pyalka, Sidol and Sukati has been presented in this article. Of
these, except Pata Khaoa in all other preparations Chhyaka is added. Chhyaka is their
unique preparation which they also use as medicine and as substitute to detergent. The
ash of Musa balbisiana is used as soap or detergent in Bengal-Assam region was prevalent
in earlier years and is found in many literary works. So, it contains certain alkaline factors
that need to be studied properly.

Health of the people is a good indicator of the quality of food they consume. The
common observation indicates their good health. So, the nutritional value of these foods can
be taken as quite good. At the same time, their preference for these foods is quite high and
they always find opportunity to prepare such items. While most of these preparations are for
immediate consumption, the Sidol balls can be stored upto one year in dry ash. Ash is one
good desiccator. In coastal areas villagers keep their freshly prepared salt (NaCl), packed in
cloth, inside the ash for some days for proper drying. Here also, ash is probably working
similarly and protecting Sidol balls from microbial contamination.

Though much more information are expected to accumulate on their prepared food-
items, but it is clear from the present survey that the Rajbanshi community supplements their
diet with leaf, stem, rhizome, fruit, bulb and corm of different local plants, which they collect
from the surrounding vegetation and from their kitchen gardens. However, ingredients also
include some exotics like chilly, onion, garlic, mustard and drum-stick. But, all these plants
are locally cultivated. Apart from their own cultivation, sometimes they purchase some of
these raw materials from the local markets. Musa balbisiana is one multipurpose perennial
crop plant for them. This plant is the only basic material for the preparation of Chhyaka.

Rajbanshis are now migrating to urban areas in large number, where they are getting
nicely adopted to commonly marketed food but on discussion they always express their
desire to take for traditional food. Considering this, there is opportunity to explore over the
market demand of some of these foods which might be the source of income for some of
these people.
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