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Preface

A few years ago 1 was drawn into studying the history of foods and
food plants in India. I had earlier had a long association with the area of
oils and fats, and it seemed opportune to marry these interests in a fully-
illustrated historical book on the oilseeds of India. I little realised what 1
had let myself in for. There were times when I almost despaired at
the range of the material that confronted me, and there will be many
deficiencies in an end-product dealing with so wide a canvas.

The 67 oil-bearing materials chosen for this book have been classed for
convenience into 11 categories. Some are historical oilseeds of consider-
able antiquity, others are more recent introductions into India, and yet
others are oleaginous byproducts of crops cultivated as a source of other
commodities. These 21 materials are all fairly familiar as sources of oil.
The rest however are more or less unique to India. Some are already quite
largely exploited in the country for their oil, others are just beginning to
enter the picture, and yet others have the potential to do so. Many of
these fats are interesting in having either a striking fatty acid and glyceride
composition (like the vegetable hard fats), or unusual fatty acid compo-
nents (like kamala seed oil or chaulmoogra oil), or unique lipid associates
(as exemplified by neem oil and karanja oil) that have striking biological
activity.

This volume is not a discussion of the current oilseed and oil-milling
scenario in India, though this is succinctly summarised in a brief conclud-
ing section; nor is modern technology dealt with except in passing. Briefly,
this is a book of history and culture centred on oilseeds. Any topic there-
fore is treated in historical perspective: the oil-bearing materials them-
selves, their agriculture, marketing and use in daily ritual and medicine,
the devices that have been evolved for winning oils from oilseeds, and the
outlets, both domestic and utilitarian, for various oils in India. This has
meant delving into the enormous wealth of Sanskrit literature (there are an
estimated 700,000 manuscripts in the language), into the rich storehouse of
Indian folklore and mythology, into archaeological findings and epigraphic
records, into history and botany, and into the prolific medical lore of India,
both formal and domestic.

A difficulty well-recognised in writing about anything historical in
India is the curious reticence shown by writers of the past to factual
accuracy. The ancient oilseed-crushing device, the ghani, is hardly ever
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mentioned. It is never described, so its mechanical evolution can only be
guessed at. The presence of the Greeks in south India in the first and
second centuries A.D. is mentioned quite casually in the Tamil literature
of the period; it was even considered a figment of the imagination till the
discovery about 40 years ago of a Roman trading warehouse strewn with
amphorae that still bore the resinous dregs of wine brought there 18
centuries ago. Indian dynasties were established in several countries of
South-East Asia since about the start of the Christian era, continuing
thereafter for 10 to 15 centuries. Yet, of these momentous events, Indian
epigraphs and literature have so little to say that, from perusing the latter,
their very existence would not be suspected. In the Yucatan province of
Mexico was recently found an inscription dated 923 A.D. in an Indian
script, recording the visit there of a ship exploring the coastline and led by
an Indian captain named Vusaluna.

In putting this volume together, many organisations and persons have
contributed in various ways. The Khadi and Village Industries Commis-
sion, Bombay furnished me with literature on modern developments con-
cerning the ghani, and with a very large number of photographs and
drawings. From his personal collection, Mr. H.G. Muralidhara of
Bangalore placed at my disposal a mass of literature on the collection and
utilisation of non-traditional Indian oilseeds. Many librarians allowed me
access to their books and journals: those of the Department of Anthropo-
logy and of Epigraphy in Mysore, and, in Bangalore, those of the National
Dairy Research Institute, the Indian Institute of Science, the Department
of Agriculture, the University of Agricultural Sciences, the Mythic Society,
the Indian Institute of World Culture and the State Central Library. The
National Dairy Development Board made it possible for me to visit certain
centres in Gujarat State, like Dwaraka.

The figures and plates that illustrate the book were drawn from many
sources. The Khadi and Village Industries Commission, Bombay has
already been mentioned; others were the Oil Technological Research
Institute, Anantapur; the Central Food Technological Research Institute,
Mysore; the Archaeological Survey of India, New Delhi; The Mythic
Society, Bangalore; the Indian Council of Agricultural Research and the
Indian Agricultural Research Institute, New Delhi. Individuals who kindly
furnished illustrations were R.N. Bose, Calcutta, sole executor to the estate
of the late Prof. N.K. Bose; Dr. Vishnu-Mittre, Lucknow; G.V.
Ramaswami, Valavanur; Sivapriyananda, Mysore, and A. Gautama,
Anantapur. One donor wishes to remain anonymous. For many services I
am grateful to the photographic sections of the National Aeronautical
Laboratory, Bangalore and the Central Food Technological Research
Institute, Mysore. Technological Research Institute, Mysore. Special thanks
are due to the draftsman who so elegantly visualised my intentions from
poor sketches.
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I am deeply grateful for three grants which have made it possible to
market this book at a lowered price: a substantial donation from the
Vallabhdas Vasanji and Smt. Kabubai Vallabhdas Mariwala Charity Trust,
and handsome grants from Hindustan Lever Ltd. and Lipton India Ltd.

I can only hope that this volume, treating Indian oilseeds in a cultural
and historical setting, will stimulate further interest in this field in future.

Bangalore K.T. ACHAYA
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