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Winter is slowly drawing
to a close here in Paris,
with the sun making
more and more appear-

ances, usually when one is dressed for
the rain. This is the last month or so that
you will see any of the heavy winter clas-
sics: soon all the menus will change, the
raclettes and tartiflettes elbowed out by
bright, veggie-filled spring things.

I’m a little wary of Switzerland; such
rude healthfulness, their misapprehen-
sion that a hike is a desirable after-lunch
activity and their laws banning minarets,
all warrant suspicion, in my opinion. I
much prefer the Parisians, who get their
exercise by complaining about broken
metro escalators. But even I can’t resist
that very Swiss inven-
tion, the raclette.

The first time I ate
one was in Lyon this
winter. How close this
lovely city, spot in the
centre of France, is to
Switzerland was
brought home to me
by its crisp, cold air and
by its up-and-down hil-
ly topography. One that
caused me to huff and
puff like a disappoint-
ed nursery-rhyme wolf
every time I left the flat,
and by our lovely hosts’
suggestion of raclette
one evening.

When in France, my
default response to
things I don’t under-
stand is “oui” (in con-
trast to French
administrative offi-
cials, whose default re-
sponse to everything is
“non”). So of course, I
said yes at once.

Cautious enquiries
afterwards revealed that raclette is a
melted mass of cheese and potatoes, a
relative of fondue. I winced a little. Fon-
due always seems daunting to me, some-
thing only Alpine skiers can digest
unfazed, after a day of gliding up and
down slopes. Still, we had walked a long
way uphill to brunch, I decided optimis-
tically. And back down too.

The word raclette comes from the
French racler, “to scrape”, and means
both the cheese and the dish. A cow’s

milk cheese just right for melting, with a
washed brown rind and an interior the
colour of pale barley, raclette is made on
both sides of the Alps, and aged for up to
a year. Slices of raclette are
heated until near-molten on
a grill, and then scraped
over boiled potatoes. Then
you add cured ham or sauc-
isson, and gherkins or on-
ions to cut the fatty richness.

Our hosts bought almost
three kilos of raclette cheese
at the Croix Rousse farmers’
market, and some charcute-
rie at the butcher’s. At home,
we sliced the gigantic half-wheel of
cheese into thin wedges and boiled up

an alarming quantity of potatoes.
At eight, a group of friends, our hosts

and we gathered around the low table in
the living room, where a raclette grill
had been turned on. If you don’t have a
chalet’s open fire on hand, there are two
kinds of raclette contraptions you can
get — one kind holds a half-wheel of the
cheese and heats it under a lamp, the oth-
er heats individual portions of cheese on
shallow little pans; this one was of the
latter variety.

The cheese began to melt and blister.
Smelling this, the raclette veterans
among us set down their wine glasses
and leaned forward like bloodhounds. As

the cheese began to bubble,
people nudged it gently
from the pans, upon which
it slid, slow and dramatic
like lava, onto their plates.

I took a heap of potatoes,
and some Parma ham, and
coaxed my cheese onto it.
“You should put some crème
fraiche on it,” I was advised.

“Cream? On the cheese?”
I wasn’t convinced, but I

complied. Then I changed my stance. It
was a simple but indulgent combina-

tion, with all the hot,
rich, nutty cheese, the
stolid potatoes, the salt
from the ham and the
vinegar from the gher-
kins. And the cream re-
ally did help those
substantial mouthfuls
slide down. (Always
trust the French about
butter and cream.)

The room smelt like
the interior of a cheese
wheel, which is no bad
thing. It was a languid
meal, everyone becom-
ing more and more su-
pine as the evening
progressed; by the end,
several people were
half-horizontal on the
floor or the sofa, like
sloths or Roman empe-
rors at an orgy. I sud-
denly remembered
Treasure Island, where
marooned Ben Gunn
says wistfully, “Well,
many’s the long night
I’ve dreamed of cheese

— toasted, mostly — and woke up again,
and here I were.” Here I were, and here
was real winter food for the mountains:
warming and extravagant, immoderate
and comforting and festive. I slid lower
on my cushion, and put another wedge
of cheese in my pan. At last, I had found
an Alpine sport I could really get my
teeth into.

naintara maya oberoi is a food writer based
in Paris t @naintaramaya

A good grilling
The Swiss and French may be like chalk and cheese, but they do agree on raclette

Hot and heavy Raclette cheese and potato, two important food groups shutterstock

naintara
maya oberoi
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followed his rise on the popular cooking
competition will also tell you that this is
hardly out of character for the 35-year-old,
his poise palpable even in the early epi-
sodes of the show. No screaming matches,
no tears shed when he was finally evicted
from the Masterchef kitchen within days
of the Champagne-popping finale.

Back in the real world now, Rishi teach-
es his six-year-old son to use a real knife in
the kitchen. And juggles his day job at IP
Australia — he is a chemical engineer who
moved from Kolhapur to Queanbeyan,
near Canberra, in 2008 — with his dreams
of opening a restaurant someday. Until
then he is writing a cookbook after hours,
drawing up menus for pop-up dinners
and toying with the idea of hosting his
own TV show.

This is a crucial time for Rishi; one that
will determine the course of his life in the
next few years. Contestants of reality TV
shows, no matter how popular, tend to be
forgotten when the next season brings
with it a fresh batch of people, a fresh
batch of ideas. And Masterchef Australia is
already in its fifth season — struggling to
keep the interest of audiences alive; focus-
ing more and more on the competition
and less on the cooking. So has Rishi not
considered making the most of this
ephemeral celebrity by finding a patron
to fund his restaurant?

“Someone had
wanted me to
start one right
away. But I didn’t
want to rush in,”
says Rishi. So he
chose to host a
string of pop-up,
invitation-only
dinners instead
at the Burbury
Hotel in Canber-
ra. “Think 16
hours of prepa-
ration, 300

plates, three hours, 48 diners, live demos
— all this with one other person to help,”
he says. It’s a model as demanding as any
other. But Rishi seems to have made a suc-
cess of it. Requests are pouring in for the
next round of pop-ups in Sydney and Mel-
bourne, and he recently hosted a lunch in
a similar format at Adelaide.

Far too early to depart from his signa-
ture-style on the telly, the menu includes
some of Rishi’s Masterchef specials: a coco-
nut milk poached salmon, coconut and
coriander rolls (suralichi wadi), slow-
cooked Kolhapuri goat and the curried
mussel soup that proved to be his undo-
ing in the semi-finals.

Combining two very different univers-
es of food, Rishi borrows from traditional
Indian kitchens and from his food hero
Heston Blumenthal’s scientific multi-sen-
sory approach. But is the idea of nouvelle
Indian cuisine nouvelle anymore? Aren’t
the likes of Vineet Bhatia, Gaggan Anand,
Atul Kochhar and Manish Mehrotra al-
ready a long way down that road?

“The idea is not to trump them but to
join them,” says Rishi, who would like to
shift the focus away from north Indian
fare to cuisines from the west, south and
east. “Diners who love food don’t care if
it’s chicken cafreal from Goa or balti-
house chicken tikka as long as it looks and
tastes good.” Hardly a new argument, but
certainly a compelling one.

soity banerjee
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Everybody knows the quintessential
Indian weatherman joke — “If the
weatherman says it’s not going to
rain, take your umbrella along.”

While the severest critics and cynics might
still stand by this, a little-known yet extraor-
dinary achievement by the IMD should be
enough to change the minds of doubters.

On October 9, 2013, a good three days before
Cyclone Phailin’s landfall, LS Rathore, the di-
rector general of the IMD, and his team stated
that the cyclone would hit the coastline near
Gopalpur, Odisha. And on October 12, the cy-
clone made landfall within 3km of the predict-
ed mark, as close to a zero-error prediction as
humanly possible. The IMD’s call stood out, es-
pecially since in the world of meteorology,
predicting the landfall of tropical cyclones
even within a 50-100km error margin is seen
as accurate. They had also anticipated that
Phailin would be a Very Severe Cyclonic Storm
(VSCS), a grade lower than a super cyclone
forecasted by meteorologists in the US. With a
wind speed of 210km/hr (minimum require-
ment for a super cyclone classification is
222km/hr), the IMD had got this right too. In
retrospect, there was property loss due to
Phailin, but loss of life was minimal. Thanks to
IMD’s intervention, evacuation efforts had be-
gun days before the cyclone hit Odisha and
Andhra Pradesh. 

On the right track
For Rathore and his team, the near-accurate
prediction was only one of the more visible
qualitative outputs of an ongoing process.
“Phailin was relatively easy, it was Madi which
gave us a lot of trouble,” says BK Bandyopad-
hyay, a senior scientist at the department, add-
ing, “Madi was more difficult because it
changed direction before hitting the coast.” 

On the morning of December 6, when M

Mohapatra, head of the Cyclone Forecast Divi-
sion at the Indian Meteorological Department
(IMD) was asked if the depression over Bay of
Bengal, later christened Cyclone Madi, was a
threat, he had calmly said no. 

“We have a standard operating procedure.
By looking at numerical models, wind flow,
wind-shearing patterns and other inputs, we
traced its exact trajectory in advance. We reac-
hed the conclusion that it wouldn’t hit the
coastline,” says Mohapatra. “Madi was an in si-
tu condition, not forced by any earlier weath-
er event, but we observed the developments
and decided that once it crosses 13°N latitude,
it would change course. Even though it was a
VSCS, the atmospheric and
oceanic conditions and our
readings of it, pointed towards
this shift,” he says. The National
Disaster Management Associ-
ation (NDMA), just recovering
from Phailin was more than re-
lieved to hear this. The predic-
tion came almost a week before
the actual event mimicked the
pattern that the IMD had out-
lined. 

Mapping anew
Since LS Rathore took over at the IMD two
years ago, there have been seven cyclones in
the subcontinent — Mahasen, Thane, Helen,
Neelam, Lehar, Phailin and Madi. And in all of
these cases, the weathermen avoided any ma-
jor loss of life by making accurate forecasts, or
by getting close enough to the predicted
ground location. 

Following the creation of the Ministry of
Earth Sciences (MoES) in 2005, a modernisa-
tion plan in three phases (at a reported budget
of ₹920 crore) was put into force in 2009. “Two
phases were completed and within the next

few years, the final phase should be over too,”
says Rathore. Accordingly, IMD’s observation,
communications and computational systems
were upgraded, the National Weather Fore-
cast Centre in Delhi was revamped, High Per-
formance Computing Systems were installed,
Doppler Weather Radars planted along the
coastlines, especially the eastern coast, and
the number of Automated Weather Stations,
over 1,000 and counting, added to. 

Meanwhile, organisations like the Indian
National Centre for Ocean Information Servic-
es (INCOIS), Hyderabad, and the National In-
stitute of Ocean Technology (NIOT), Chennai,
which are also under the MoES, have been ex-
changing information and sharing data with
the IMD. “It is a two-way process. While they
provide us oceanography-related informa-
tion, we provide them meteorological up-
dates,” says Rathore.

In many ways, Rathore has always been at
the forefront of IMD’s modernisation. When
the department’s first supercomputer was set-
up in 1989, he was selected as the principal sci-
entific officer. “With the recent developments
as well as the information we receive from sat-
ellites like INSAT and Kalpana-1, which provide
updates every 30 minutes, our predictions
have been foolproof,” he says. “When I joined
IMD, we plotted data manually, a cumbersome
process. Now we can load data into numerical
models and tabulate to make a forecast.”

While Rathore admits that there’s a tenden-
cy to play it safe, he is quick to point out that
apart from Phailin and Lehar, IMD has not rec-
ommended evacuation for any of the other
major cyclones. “The public at large probably
don’t understand what goes behind these de-
cisions, but we have to be careful not to trig-
ger alarm. It’s a very thin line at times, so we
are forced to take informed risks. But I make
the final call and I do it after hearing from my
best people,” says Rathore.

While the cyclonic and other extreme
weather-related predictions place IMD in the
spotlight, other routine, but equally impor-
tant efforts often go unnoticed. Not only does
the department have its finger on the pulse of
India’s weather, but it also maps the condi-
tions for the entire region. “The Regional Spe-
cialised Meteorological Centre (RSMC) is part
of the IMD as well,” says Mohapatra, “From
Myanmar to Oman, it all falls under our pur-
view. Every day, we also send across a Tropical
Weather Outlook to several countries.” With
regards to any major weather event in the re-
gion, the RSMC takes the final call. 

Since 2012, a five-day weather forecast is
sent out, a major improvement
from few years ago when only
24-hour forecasts were provided
by the department. They have al-
so increased the frequencies of
specialised forecasts for agricul-
ture, aviation and marine navi-
gation, and are looking to foray
into new areas, such as forecasts
for industries. “Everything is
weather -sensitive, even human
efficiency. Knowing how the
next day or month is going to be

can help industries and businesses make their
plans,” says Rathore.

At Mausam Bhavan, the IMD headquarters
on Delhi’s scenic Lodhi Road, there are a series
of portraits of previous IMD heads in the foyer,
including that of Sir John Eliot, the first direc-
tor general. Appointed in May 1889, Eliot could
have scarcely predicted the fair weather at the
Mausam Bhavan today. Had he been alive, per-
haps, he might have even carried his umbrel-
la, if the IMD’s forecast was cloudy with a
chance of rain.

sibi arasu 

Chasing the storm
After predicting Phailin’s landfall last year, barely 3km off
the mark, a near impossible feat, the Indian Meteorology
Department is enjoying its season in the sun

QPhailin was relatively
easy. It was cyclone

Madi that gave us
trouble, changing its

direction before
hitting the coast

R
Men of science
M Mohapatra, head,
Cyclone Forecast Division;
and (top) LS Rathore,
director-general, both at
the Indian Meteorological
Department (IMD) in Delhi
ramesh sharma

Eastern vortex
An image of
Cyclone Phailin as
it makes landfall
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For a guy who hadn’t fed more
than three people on an average
day, or pictured 10,000 fans root-
ing for him on Facebook up until

June last year, Rishi Desai seems surpris-

ingly unflappable. Sure he’s had a bit of
practise — emerging unscathed from the
journalistic woods on at least two conti-
nents after he made it to the top five on
MasterChef Australia 2013. But anyone who 

After the storm
As Masterchef Australia gears up for a new season this
summer, Rishi Desai, a top contender for the title last
year, talks about life after the cameras are turned off

Hot property Rishi Desai who made it to the top five at Masterchef Australia last year

saturday, march 8, 2014 BL 20 �takeaway

N
D

-X
_
A

Staying in a rural area, away from
civic amenities, many aspects of
life are brought into sharper fo-
cus. Waste and rubbish are major

ones. There is no daily or weekly collector
to remove it all from your door. (Nothing
like having all your rubbish at home to
concentrate and encourage thoughtful
and cautious use, promoting zero waste.)
It hit us early: our first task was trying to
keep the Sarai’s building site clean of
non-biodegradable waste. Gutka packets
would appear on every path, the sheen of
their tiny squares seemed to glisten un-
der every blade of grass.

How I longed for those pre-packaging
days of the India I arrived in. So hard to
believe now, but 35 years ago when I first

made the Indian subcontinent my home,
the plastic bag was not the ubiquitous
creature it is today — the occasional duty
free or M&S bag I brought were sought-
after items that were used carefully and
many times over both by myself and oth-
ers. Packaging was mainly paper, recy-
cled, used school exercise books and
such, and the iniquities of plastic and
other petroleum-based packaging was as
yet hardly known. 

In the early ’80s, I was working in Ma-
nas, a beautiful national park of Assam,
on the border of Bhutan. On a winter
weekend up to 100 busloads of visitors
would drive through the reserve to Moth-
anguri to picnic by the river. Many
baulked at such huge crowds invading a

precious biodiversity area but the en-
lightened park director — a legend in his
time — Sanjay Deb Roy, argued that the
damage done was minimal compared to
the benefit of having such a large constit-
uency of park supporters.

Certainly, the picnic damage was in-
deed minimal: their discarded leaf plates
and cooked meal remains were food for
the birds or composted quickly. There
were no empty tetrapak drink cartons,
no plastic or aluminium packets of salty
snacks. Even biscuits came in waxed pa-
per not plastic wrappers. Economic
growth brings an exponential increase in
rubbish. How different a busload of
lunch debris might look now.

In a couple of decades, our waste has

changed drastically, but we still seem to
behave as if it were the same bio-degrad-
able material that will disappear with the
monsoon. But it is not so — now visible
garbage piles line every village and town,
so much of it plastic, and it merely grows
and never diminishes. It poses a serious
threat to our and the livestock’s health.
It’s also, in all likelihood, causing long-
term pollution of toxins in the soil and
waterways; in this way also contaminat-
ing our food chain.

While aiming for zero waste, we can
improve the situation by immediately
adjusting our habits in line with our
changed rubbish. The government has
prescribed the rules and regulations for
this; we need to put them into practise.
Our duty as citizens is to segregate our
household waste. Even living in flats
without gardens we can compost our
bio-degradable waste odourlessly by us-
ing effective microorganisms.

In India as much as 50 per cent of the
municipal solid waste consists of biode-
gradable items. If these are kept separate
from the rest, they can be safely used for
energy, for cooking and/or for compost,
while the rest is cleaner and can be recy-
cled or reused more easily. Imagine the
saving to our landfills and the potential
for cleaner energy.

joanna van gruisen is a wildlife
photographer, conservationist and hotelier based
near Panna Tiger Reserve

Waste not, want not
The contents of our garbage may have changed over the years, but we haven’t

Dirty, open
secret As
much as 50
per cent of
solid waste
in India is
not bio-
degradable
s thanthoni

A BUTTERFLY BREEZE FROM MP

joanna 
van gruisen

With 70 days left for a new gov-
ernment to take charge in Del-
hi, it is now clear that these
general elections will be

about whether India wants Narendra Modi to
be prime minister or not. The answer to that
one single question will determine the out-
come of the poll.

So it is not surprising that the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party’s entire campaign strategy has been
about projecting the image of its vote-gather-
er. So what if Lal Krishna Advani doesn’t like
this. Who cares if the Congress mocks this?
Whatever the opposition may say, this is the
bare fact of these elections. No wonder Arvind
Kejriwal has chosen to directly target Modi.

In almost every State, even regional political
parties are being forced to define their politi-
cal platform on these terms. Interestingly, not
every regional party has fallen into this trap.
Nitish Kumar’s haste in Bihar has made others
cautious. While Uttar Pradesh’s Mulayam
Singh Yadav has had no option but to define
his platform as an anti-Modi one, West Ben-
gal’s Mamata Banerjee has been less strident
in so defining hers. In Andhra Pradesh (the
State is still called that!) and Tamil Nadu, re-
gional party leaders have all fudged the issue.
The Telugu Desam Party, YSR Congress and
even the Telangana Rashtra Samithi leaders
have kept their options open without posi-
tioning themselves against Modi. In Tamil Na-
du, while DMK supremo Karunanidhi has
warmed up to Modi, Jayalalithaa has truly dis-
torted the issue, targeting the Congress and
the DMK, while remaining silent on Modi.

Some political analysts have been critical of
this ‘presidential’ twist to a parliamentary
election. Rahul Gandhi went a step further
and offered a spurious theory, saying the Con-
gress party always allows its parliamentary
party to decide who would be PM! India’s gen-
eral elections have, with a couple of excep-
tions, only been about who would preside
over the Dilli Darbar.

What can, however, be said, is that every
now and then a ‘regional’ leader may spoil the
grand strategies that define a national cam-
paign. The late YS Rajasekhara Reddy did just
that in 2004. That election was about Atal Bi-
hari Vajpayee getting another term. While So-
nia Gandhi led the Congress campaign, she
was not claiming the top job. In fact, the Con-
gress warped the issue after Gandhi burnt her
fingers in 1999, staking claim to form a govern-
ment with the support of “272” MPs.

The BJP’s defeat in Delhi was engineered by
YSR’s victory in Hyderabad. The dramatic de-
feat of Chandrababu Naidu’s Telugu Desam
government in Andhra Pradesh, on the back of
a campaign that YSR crafted and led, ensured
that the Congress got enough seats in the Lok
Sabha to form a coalition govern-
ment. The voters of Andhra Pra-
desh took an electoral decision
based entirely on their local pref-
erences, however, in the process,
they made a difference to the na-
tional outcome.

The Congress’ long-standing
political enemy, the Communist
Party of India (Marxist), then de-
cided that an enemy’s enemy
could be a friend and offered sup-
port to the Congress to keep the
BJP out. In short, the dynamics of the parlia-
mentary system worsened the tactics of a pres-
idential campaign.

Can regional politics play a spoiler in this
year’s national elections in April? Can victory
in the Dilli Darbar be shaped by the local pref-
erences of some distant electorate? That is the
game in town.

Having come to terms with the fact that the
Lok Sabha elections are indeed going to be
presidential, and the single most important
question for a great majority of the voters will
be whether or not they want Narendra Modi to
preside over the Dilli Darbar, his opponents
will naturally want to throw sand in his

wheels by making the campaign ‘non-presi-
dential’. Perhaps, even very municipal.

In the very seat of the Dilli Darbar, very local
factors have helped the emergence of a new
‘regional’ challenge to the national campaign-
er. Other regional leaders are playing the old
game of projecting themselves as potential
PMs to mobilise local support for themselves.
Telugu Desam founder NT Rama Rao did that
when he formed a National Front and project-
ed himself as a prime ministerial aspirant to
ensure re-election in Hyderabad. The Left
Front did that with Jyoti Basu in Bengal in 1996
to ensure CPM’s re-election at the State level.
Except that comrade Basu took the campaign
seriously and thought he should become the
prime minister. The politburo had to purge

him of such ambitions.
This time round every State

leader pretends he/she can be the
next Deve Gowda. However, if the
latest CNN IBN, Lokniti, opinion
poll is reflective of public senti-
ment, the strategy is not yet work-
ing. In Tamil Nadu, for example,
the poll shows that both ‘national
leaders’, Rahul Gandhi and Na-
rendra Modi, are running ahead
of the regional one, J Jayalalithaa
of the AIADMK. Her party’s at-

tempt to project her as a potential PM has not
yet helped her gain traction.

In Bihar, UP and West Bengal, regional par-
ties are using the same strategy of projecting
their leaders as potential PMs to garner sup-
port. If they succeed, the elections will lose
their ‘presidential’ sheen. However, so far that
has not happened. Even in defining their plat-
forms, Nitish Kumar, Mulayam Singh Yadav
and now, even Mayawati, have all had to refer
to Narendra Modi. So, this election is already
about him. Time Lal Krishna Advani under-
stood that!

� sanjaya_baru@hotmail.com 

Man of the moment
Narendra Modi at a rally
in Meerut in the lead-up
to the elections rajeev bhatt

A ‘presidential’ twist to the parliamentary election has the analysts worried and the regional
parties in a flurry

It’s all about Mr Modi

QCan regional politics
play a spoiler in this

year’s national
elections? That is
the game in town

R

DILLI DARBAR

SANJAYA BARU’S book The Acciden-
tal Prime Minister: The Making and Un-
making of Manmohan Singh will be
published later this year
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