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Feeding the Ancestors:

BY ROSHNI CAPUTO-NIMBARK

Śrāddha is a Hindu calendrical ritual 
involving the offering of food to one’s 
ancestors. In this article, I trace the ad-
aptation and diffusion of this ancient 
ritual in the context of diasporic and 
generational shifts. My paternal aunt, 
Shanta Nimbark-Sacharoff, described the 
migration from her small Indian village to 
New York, in the 1960s, where, together 
with her beloved elder brother, she dis-
covered a newfound fascination with her 
family’s traditional foodways. Particularly, 
since her brother’s sudden passing, she 
has revived the annual observance of 
śrāddha, during which she always pre-
pares “okra bhaji” to propitiate his soul. 
Using oral history, personal memory, and 
excerpts from Shanta’s cookbooks, this 
article reflects on the inevitable interplay 
of individual and communal values, of-
ficial and vernacular practices, and the 
immense power of food and folklore to 
create meaning in our lives.

W e all consume food before we are born. 
Some of us are fed even after we die. 

El Día de Muertos in Mexico and Qingming in 
China are commensal funeral feasts in which 
ancestors are ritually fed by their descendants. 
At Newfoundland wakes, food has been used 
playfully to demonstrate solidarity between the 
living and recently deceased (Narváez 1994). 
Śrāddha is a Hindu calendrical ritual involving 
the offering of food to one’s ancestors. Hav-
ing rediscovered traditional Indian foodways 
while living in New York, my paternal aunt, 
Shanta Nimbark-Sacharoff, a writer and cre-
ator of recipes, each year feeds a particular 
dish, “okra bhaji,” to her brother (my father), 

“Okra Bhaji” for Śrāddha

Ashakant Nimbark (1). Following an overview 
of the śrāddha ritual in its “official” form, 
I will demonstrate, through findings from a 

recent oral history interview with Shanta, text 
from her published cookbooks, and personal 
memory, the ongoing vernacularization of 

Shanta with Serena and Reyaz performing śrāddha on her roof during COVID-19. Courtesy 
of the author.
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Ancestor worship rituals in Vedic tradi-
tion enact the establishment and recognition 
of “resemblance” (bhandu), upon which a 
co-identity is constructed between “ritual 
elements and their corollaries in the human 
sphere” (Sayers 2013, 6). The performers, by 
their ability to control the microcosmic ritual 
space, are thus able to control the macrocosm 
or confluence of human and divine realms. The 
ritual therefore enables an experience that is 
at once both transformative and transcendent 
for the performer.

Traditionally, śrāddha is performed by a 
son of the deceased, who has already under-
gone the Upanayana rite of passage in which 
he is formally initiated into Hinduism. The 
performance involves a series of rituals begin-
ning just before noon. Bhoktas, specialized 
Brahmins representing collective ancestors, 
are invited along with the family priest to 
receive, first, a shower of rice and sesame 
grains, and then, pindas, balls of cooked rice 
with sesame, which demonstrate solidarity and 
mutual responsibility between the living and 
the departed (Knipe 2008). Food is typically 
offered atop a roof, to crows, who are believed 
to carry the food to the ancestors, after which 
the family may feast (Menon 2016).

Memories of Bhoringada
Growing up in the 1940s and 1950s in 

Bhoringada, a small Hindu village in northwest 
India, Shanta was accustomed to locally grown 
food, and ritual offerings were commonplace. 
Farming was the single most important source 
of livelihood for every community member; 
self-sufficiency was the norm. While her 
family owned a small peanut farm worked 
by paid laborers, her father, Dharmadas, was 
the village temple priest and shopkeeper, and 
their family was often rewarded in the form of 
food offerings. In our interview, Shanta recalls:

My dad kept the temple, so he was a 
very important man in town, not only 
because he kept the temple and did the 
daily pūjā, but he was able to read and 
write for people, which a lot of people 
couldn’t do (3). So, whenever they had 
something growing in their farm, we were 
the first people that they would offer [it 
to]. Because they would bring it to the 
temple, you know, to offer it to the god, 
and, of course, the statues don’t eat, we’d 
get to take it home.

Shanta remembers the abundance of food in 
Bhoringada, especially during monsoon season 
(June to September), when water-loving crops 

the tradition via diasporic adaptations and 
generational shifts.

Śrāddha
Śrāddha is a Sanskrit word referring to the 

Vedic tradition of sacrificial ancestor worship 
that aims to ensure the relatives’ safe pas-
sage into the cosmic realm of the gods. Food 
is the most common offering. Śrāddha is a 
confounding concept because, while central 
to Hinduism and with a history dating back 
to the Rig Veda around 1,000 BCE, it seems 
to run counter to the totemic Hindu notion 
of reincarnation, which developed alongside 
the śramaṇa movement in the 6th century 
BCE, stressing asceticism and renunciation 
of worldly pleasures. In that tradition, the 
soul is continuously reborn until it achieves 
liberation or mokṣa (Sayers 2015). Thus, two 
disparate soteriological goals cohabitate Hindu 
religious thought: eternal heaven and liberation 
from rebirth. Several forms of śrāddha are 
practiced among Hindus—that which involves 
okra bhaji occurs on the dark lunar fortnight of 
the ancestors, or Pitṛpakṣa, during the month 
of Āśvin around the autumnal equinox, when 
collective ancestors (pitṛ) are offered gifts 
chiefly in the form of food (2).

A three-tiered pitṛ hierarchy resides in 
Pitṛiloka, the liminal space between heaven 
and earth governed by Yama, god of death, 
who is responsible for transposing the soul 
of the pitṛ from earth. When a death in the 
family occurs, if śrāddha is performed cor-
rectly, the eldest pitṛ in this hierarchy moves 
to the heavenly realm and on the 12th day after 
their death, the deceased moves into Pitṛiloka 
to join the other pitṛ (Underhill 1991). Dur-
ing the dark lunar period, the pitṛ lack the 
moon’s nourishment, which places them in a 
position of dependency on their descendants 
for propitiation, without which they suffer 
and curse their descendants out of despair, 
moving thence from Pitṛiloka into their de-
scendants’ homes for a month. A symbiotic 
relationship ensues between the living and 
the deceased, with the descendants offering 
food in exchange for the pitṛ’s continued 
bestowment of health, wealth, knowledge, 
longevity, and ultimately heaven and mokṣa 
on the performers.

The Nimbark sisters Labhu, Shanta, and Sharda, in San Francisco, 2001. Courtesy of Rick 
Sugarek.
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such as okra flourished. During the dry season, 
she and a sister, Sharda, were sent out to trail 
the women who would hurriedly harvest the 
peanuts “after the rain, but not when it’s still 
too wet, but before the next rain comes,” 
and the girls would collect the few peanuts 
left behind. They would use a three-pronged 
gadget to gather them in buckets, two or three 
kilos at a time, which they would sell to their 
father’s shop. Shanta would later jokingly tell 
her children about this “child labor” that she 
was subjected to whenever she thought that 
they were being lazy. “But it was kind of fun, 
because we’d save the money and, whenever 
we had the opportunity to go to the town, we 
would get some fabric with that money.”

One dish she was especially fond of was 
okra bhaji, a curry prepared in a way that the 
okra becomes crunchy rather than gummy. 
While gumminess is an advantageous quality 
in certain dishes such as gumbo, she contends 
that in Indian curries, it is better crunchy. As 
a child, Shanta learned that the best way to 
achieve crunchiness was to clean the okra 
with a damp towel rather than with water and 
to fry it in a generous amount of oil. As okra 
is a seasonal crop, this dish was eaten almost 

Śrāddha, 2023 on Shanta’s roof. Courtesy of the author.

exclusively during the monsoon, directly after 
harvest. According to Shanta, it was possible to 
preserve the okra, but her family would always 
consume it fresh:

You’d just wait for monsoon to get your 
okra. They were always fresh. I don’t 
think I ever saw canned okra. I don’t 
know if they even have them there now. 
There’s some canned food but not okra. 
You can sun-dry and make some sort of 
achar out of that, pickle it. That’s one 
way to preserve it, but other than that, 
my mother and my sister always cooked 
them. It was a staple in the monsoon time. 
It didn’t cost anything.

All of the herbs, from mustard seeds to co-
riander, were cultivated in her village as well. 
Even the cooking oil used by the villagers 
was made locally from the peanuts that she 
and other farmers grew. “There was actually 
a family, and I remember going to get the oil 
from them, and they had, like, blindfolded 
oxen that went round and round with some 
apparatus that was in the center that crushed 
the peanuts and made it.”

It is tempting to romanticize about this whole-
some lifestyle, where money is scarce, but food 

and care abound. Shanta certainly has carried 
the images from her village with her throughout 
her life in New York and San Francisco, as a 
reminder of the strength of community and the 
spiritual power of food. “Although the village 
was not prosperous, the community was ori-
ented around food production, and we shared 
what food we had, so there were no beggars. 
Our food sharing extended to the gods, and even 
to stray dogs” (Nimbark-Sacharoff 2016, 104). 
However, she saw the way the villagers lived, 
especially the women. The local school ended 
at fourth grade, the majority of householders 
were barely literate, and women were expected 
to spend most hours at home cooking, cleaning, 
and taking care of everyone else. Thus, while I 
assumed Shanta had learned to make okra bhaji 
at home in Bhoringada, she informed me other-
wise. Not wishing to lead a life of compulsory 
domesticity, she opted to learn the dish later in 
life, on her own terms:

It’s funny because when I grew up, 
I didn’t really learn. I witnessed and I 
watched, and food was always important 
to all of us, but I didn’t really take an ac-
tive part in it, because I told my mother, 
Ba, “I don’t really have to learn how to 
cook, because I’m not going to get mar-
ried.” Who wants to make bread when 
you can make money? (4). So, I wasn’t 
all that interested. I think my interest 
grew after I moved to New York, mainly 
because I was vegetarian, and it was hard 
to maintain your vegetarian diet here.

Determined to make money instead of 
bread, Shanta moved to two different towns 
in order to complete high school, and with 
the help of her brother Ashakant—known by 
everyone as Kant—she moved to New York as 
a teenager and enrolled in a university. There, 
necessity begot interest. In India, food appro-
priate to her diet was unquestionably available 
and inexpensive, but in the New York of the 
1960s, according to Shanta, easy access to 
vegetarian food could not be taken for granted.

Okra bhaji takes root in New 
York

In India, Shanta and her brother had not 
spent much time together due to their 13-year 
age difference but in New York, they enjoyed 
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Shanta, her husband Rick, Reyaz, and the author enjoying a meal together after the crows 
had taken food to the deceased ancestors and pets, 2023. Courtesy of the author.

exploring a variety of music, theater, and food. 
Kant was a firm believer in the value of educa-
tion, especially for peasants in India, which 
is what brought him to the United States and 
why he felt so strongly about Shanta having 
access to those same resources. She fondly 
reminisces about their cultural exploits in the 
1960s in New York City:

Your dad, among other things, intro-
duced me to different genres of music. 
Like, he would drag you to an off-
Broadway show; he would drag you to 
classical concert, because you just have 
to be educated. You don’t live next to 
New York for nothing! I remember go-
ing to some really memorable concerts 
at the Village Gate and small, smoky 
clubs in the Village. I remember listening 
to Miriam Makeba, you know, Stokely 
Carmichael’s wife—the guy who did 
Black Power. And Nina Simone and 
Ravi Shankar, and many other Indian 
artists. And we would always try some 
new, interesting cuisine—Vietnamese, 
Burmese, Peruvian, you name it. But the 
veg[etarian] option was not always there.

Shanta’s passion for cooking also grew in 
this period, as she began experimenting with 
recipes recollected from her childhood. As 
she recalls in her book, “I wanted to recreate 
my family recipes and share them with others. 
When I wrote home to my sisters requesting 
recipes and cooking tips, they were truly sur-
prised!” (Nimbark-Sacharoff 2016, 106). This 
is when she rediscovered okra bhaji, which she 
would often share with my father. “He would 
say, ‘Wow, if somebody cooks food for me like 
you do, I’d be vegetarian.’ So, he would always 
go for me making him some okra.”

Despite her newfound love for cooking and 
entertainment, Shanta became disappointed 
with the New York food scene, and in 1970, 
she and her partner decided to head westward 
along with some friends. “I missed the relation-
ship to food and community intensely. Later, 
when I moved to San Francisco, I found all 
kinds of fresh foods year-round, and I was 
happy to see so many people engaged in the 
communal activities of selecting, cooking, and 
sharing food” (Nimbark-Sacharoff 2016, 104). 
Shanta soon found herself in the center of a 
burgeoning food co-operative movement. She 

lived in collective housing, organized cooking 
classes in her home, and became involved 
with a political organization called the Food 
Conspiracy, which focused primarily on the 
equitable production and distribution of local 
fresh and dried goods. She raised a family 
with her husband, finished graduate school, 
and published several cookbooks and another 
book on the history of the food co-op move-
ment in the Bay Area.

My sisters and I were born on the South 
Shore of Long Island between 1979 and 1985, 
amid changing times. Farmers’ markets were 
sprouting up anywhere populations demand-
ed them. Even okra could be sourced locally. 
Apart from taking us to off-off-Broadway 
shows, multicultural food festivals, and hole-
in-the-wall restaurants from Jackson Heights 
to Washington Heights, Kant diligently added 
okra bhaji to our Italian American mother’s 
home menu. Admittedly, not a preferred dish 
as a youngster, okra bhaji enticed me later in 
life. This likely had to do with exposure: My 
parents separated when I was eight, and the 
smells of my dad’s favorite foods no longer 
wafted through our house on a regular basis. 
Indeed, our new stepfather was also an Italian 
American, and eggplant parmesan was quick 
to replace bhangan paneer.

It was not until after my dad’s death, when I 
had just finished high school—with a far more 
refined palate—that my sisters and I made a 
concerted effort to resuscitate his prized dishes 
that beckoned from nearly displaced childhood 
memories. One late summer day, blasting 
Harry Belafonte from my sister’s hand-me-
down Honda—my dad’s cassette tape in the 
last car he had driven—we made our way to 
the nearest farmers’ market and filled our tote 
bags from Dowling College (where he had pas-
sionately taught sociology for over 30 years) 
with fresh cauliflower, potatoes, eggplant, 
tomatoes, and, of course, okra. Through our 
mom, via Shanta’s guidance, we knew not 
to hold back on the vegetable oil, to pop the 
mustard seeds first, and to pat the okra with 
a damp cloth before frying it. In no time at 
all, a pile of sizzling, aromatic okra bhaji sat 
before us. We toasted his honor, each with a 
Tom Collins in hand (his favorite mixed drink), 
and took turns telling jokes about our famously 
hilarious goof of a father. The okra bhaji was 
the best I had ever tasted.

Śrāddha, revisited
When her stepmother, Ba, died in 1991, 

Shanta was reintroduced to an all-but-for-
gotten ritual. Kant visited San Francisco and  
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Ashakant, Dharmadas, and Reyaz in India, 1976. Courtesy of the author.

performed śrāddha for Ba on the roof of 
Shanta’s home. Yet, the tradition was kept 
only sporadically until Kant’s unexpected 
death in 2003. After that, Shanta began per-
forming śrāddha religiously. Each year, on 
the Pitṛpakṣa, she and her family pick a con-
venient day to celebrate their deceased loved 
ones on the 11th month of the Hindu year.

Shanta deviates from the prescribed way of 
doing śrāddha. For one thing, women do not 
traditionally perform the ritual, but Shanta 
and her daughter, Serena, always do it for 
Kant, whereas her son, Reyaz, does it for his 
aunt, Sharda. She unwaveringly follows the 
precept not to taste the food before offering 
it to the ancestors; however, rather than offer 
the traditional pinda from rice and sesame, 
she prepares okra bhaji, because Kant adored 
it. Another modification has to do with the 
old requirement to invite bhoktas to bless and 
taste the food. Shanta describes how, follow-
ing the crows’ conveyance of the meal to the 
heavens, her family typically hosts a party 
where, instead of honorary Brahmins, they 
invite honorary musicians:

I have started a new tradition of invit-
ing some local artists and having a house 
concert. To honor our musical connection, 
we usually have different kind of music 

which is an ethnographic study of nutrition, 
values, aesthetics, and memory (Nimbark-
Sacharoff 1996; Nimbark-Sacharoff and 
Sacharoff 2017).

My father’s death was profoundly trau-
matic for Shanta, which is why she continues 
to propitiate every year by feeding him a meal 
she knows he loved. The satisfaction she feels 
from satiating her beloved brother’s hungry 
soul represents a sort of transposed reciproc-
ity, where she is able finally to repay him for 
the life-altering generosity he conveyed to 
her in New York years ago. It is auspicious 
that the very ritual that placates the ances-
tors involves the preparation and sharing of 
food, two of the most significant activities 
in Shanta’s life. If my father is indeed in 
Pitṛiloka, awaiting his transcendence, either 
to the third and final heavenly realm or into 
a reincarnated form, it is comforting to know 
that, at least once a year, he can relish again 
the earthly pleasures through a śrāddha of 
wine, music, and okra bhaji.

Notes
1.	The traditional (Hindi) name of the dish is 

bhindi bhaji.
2.	A legend surrounding the origin of Pitṛpakṣa 

is found in the epic Mahabharata.
3.	Pūjā is ritual worship in Hinduism, typically 

performed daily or several times a day, in 
which flowers, food, and prayers are offered 
to gods, ancestors, or gurus as a token of 
devotion. It may occur either in the home 
or at temple, in which case the temple priest 
oversees the ritual and sometimes performs 
hymns and sacred rites.

4.	She is referring to the daily activity of mak-
ing chapatis, an Indian flatbread that is a 
staple in her state of Gujarat.
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Okra Bhaji
From Flavors of India (Nimbark-
Sacharoff 1996, 83).

4 tablespoons oil
1/4 teaspoon black mustard seeds 

or cumin seeds
A few pinches of hing [asafoetida]
1 pound small, fresh okra
1/4 teaspoon each of turmeric and 

coriander powder
3 tablespoons of yogurt, or 1 

tablespoon lemon juice
Salt and cayenne to taste.

Okra pods are best cooked without 
water, since the addition of water 
makes them gummy. In fact, to clean 
okra pods for cooking, do not wash 
them. Instead, sponge them clean 
with a damp kitchen towel, then 
remove the tops. Cut the okra either 
into 1/4 in. wide rounds or lengthwise, 
forming four long strips out of each 
pod; set aside. Heat the oil in a heavy 
pan, such as an iron skillet, and add 
the mustard (or cumin) seeds. When 
the mustard seeds stop popping 
(the cumin seeds don’t pop), add 
the optional hing and immediately 
stir in the okra. Fry the okra, stirring 
frequently, over medium to low heat 
for several minutes. Then add the 
turmeric and coriander powders, 
and stir-fry for another five minutes, 
making sure the okra doesn’t burn. 
Now add the yogurt or the lemon 
juice, which will make the okra 
somewhat wet. Stir-fry for few minutes 
until all the moisture has evaporated. 
Add salt and cayenne. Adjust the 
seasonings to taste and serve.

HOT & SPICY OKRA: Add one finely 
chopped jalapeno pepper (after 
removing seeds and central core), 
instead of the cayenne.

OKRA WITH GREEN TOMATO: Use 
one small, green tomato, cut up into 
small chunks, instead of the yogurt or 
lemon juice, and add to the cooking 
okra from the very beginning. The 
tomato will secrete some juice, so 
more frequent stir-frying may be 
necessary to get a final product that 
is dry.

Shanta and Ashakant in India, 1950s. Courtesy of the author.
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