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Cultivated for centuries and f)%%'?éssing great medicinal
value, citrons are entr

ypically eate




o] NER FA8 HO2 PHAIE Aol Fgol oA
QT 2 Tk Uelohdeo] s-om war, 1t olw
L mhelo] F4le] 178 e} 4nlAe)
Fos 7ol A Wt ik UElohdere 4 oo =g
shte #eh 0w Feuy, 4SS5 WA IS
Wl 3 IH4-& Ak e kA et 2
ol 745 ek, 219] B gkeh Al5e] JE R uge v
AR FAE A AR el Sold 2 4 3k

‘ 2= 4 %‘M&“

o|277HA] oftjelut 2 &= Y EA| —F‘ﬂﬂl, ]'E]J]]’E
THEol& A ER 510 & &% el s 2H4s]
ARYe] Faset T1e A A BRIk 2] E3olA
TI0HA] HIE QA TR 2 ofd ], Aol A ERE
o= Arfjshs AE 2715 o

A EZS B Q12 33kl Aful=) =), Auf 2ol
wke} 7L AZAN 72z ok Q1 H ] A EE A
rletop 2] 7HA] T, TLe] Al vleler e 52 HHl=

92

“Drink this citron juice raw and you’ll have a pucker for
aweek,” laughs S Nithyanandham, who mans the juice
stall at Nila Supermarket in Madurai, Tamil Nadu. He
grabs a fruit off the rack and rolls the ripe orb in his hands
before slicing through its waxy skin to extract a glistening,
golden pulp. Instantly, a powerful lemony fragrance fills
the air. Nithyanandham feeds the fruit into his juicer. He's
right. Raw citron juice’s sourness packs a punch.

“We don’t have many customers who ask for citron juice
these days,” Nithyanandham says. “It's a pity, because this
isan old remedy to treat just about anything, from viral
fever to indigestion.” The fruit is an acquired taste, which
explains why itisn’t prominent in South Indian cuisine and
is rarely seen in large quantities at local markets.

Citrons are grown in numerous regions of India, and
their appearance varies from place to place. Those
in Meghalaya and Maharashtra, two of the top citron-

producing regions in the country, resemble wild oranges
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In South India, citrons are grown in the foothills of Palani and in the
Western Ghats (opposite). S Nithyanandham prepares a citron for
juicing (below). Citrons for sale at a supermarket in Madurai (right).
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and are said to be the original fruit INDIA
from which all other citrus fruits
were bred. In the north, one variety A% Mumbai
has a startlingly distinctive shape. Called
the Buddha’s Hand and grown in the lower
Himalayas, it resembles a bright yellow palm
with outstretched fingers. ol

Here in the south, the fruit has the appearance SRI LANKA
of an oversized lemon. Tamil Nadu varieties are much igolombo
coveted by picklers across the state. Indeed, pickled citron,
immersed in coarse salt, chili powder and other spices, is
the most traditional way to consume the fruit.

Much of the fruitin Tamil Nadu is grown on farms in
the cooler foothills of Palani and in the Western Ghats.
“Citron cultivation in these parts dates back to the 18"
century,” says Shaker Nagarajan, proprietor of Pillavali
Coffee Estates, which is also home to over 2,000 citron
trees interspersed amid a vast coffee plantation. “Most
of the citrons from Tamil Nadu are transported to the
neighboring state of Kerala, where they're used as a key

ingredientin the ayurvedic tradition of healing.”
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At Heritage, a luxury hotel in Madurai, chef Bharathi Mohan seeks to
reintroduce citrons to South Indian cooking (left). The fruit joins other
ingredients (above) in more than 25 recipes at the hotel (opposite).

OLD FRUIT, NEW FLAVORS Many of the citrons that don't
go to Kerala find their way to street markets in Tamil Nadu.
In Madurai, small vendors purchase them and auction
them off in the famous Simmakkal midnight markets.

Beyond small local vendors, luxury hotels are putting
citrons back on the menu. At Heritage, in Madurai,
under the swaying boughs of an ancient banyan tree,
chef Bharathi Mohan demonstrates by preparing an
entire meal showcasing citrons. First, he serves a lightly
seasoned citron juice. To the freshly squeezed juice he
adds crushed ice, basil leaves, honey and salt. The result
is divine — a sharper flavor than lemonade with a lingering
tangy sweetness. “Citron juice cleanses the palate,” he
says, garnishing the juice with spiky citron leaves.

For his main course, Mohan heats sesame oil, adds
mustard seeds and then fries channa dal, urad dal,
peanuts, curry leaves, turmeric powder and red chilies.

He squeezes fresh citron juice onto these roasted spices
and then blends in white rice. Bursts of flavor permeate
every soft grain, and the dish has a wholesome, earthy

crunchiness. Mohan also adds citrons to local meats. The
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pomfret fish fry is quite a production. After marinatingina
ginger-garlic paste for five hours, the entire fish is dabbed
with chili powder and fried in citron juice.

It's the dessert — citron panna cotta, a fusion of the
Italian dish with South Indian citron — that | love the most.
“Citrons can lend a unique flavor to any dessert,” says
Mohan. Using digestive biscuits as a base, he arranges a
gelatin mold, thickened with cream and buttermilk and
topped with crushed blueberries. Citron juice is then
poured liberally over the top. Candied citron rind adds a
spectacular zing and texture.

To celebrate the flavors of native citrons, Heritage has
devised over 25 recipes that it hopes will bring the local
fruitinto the limelight again. If others follow suit, perhaps
citrons will be sought after in local markets for more than
just their pickling potential. It would only be appropriate
for the fruit to reinvent itself in the land of its birth.
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