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Both literary and archeological sources reveal that rice, wheat,
and pulses were the main cereals which people consumed. Rice, no
doubt, was known in the preceding age too, but wheat ad pulses were
added to the victory system of this period. Rice was very popular. The
chief varieties1 of rice were Sali, Tandula, Hayana, Shashtika and Navara
which seem to have been cultivated in the region. Rice of superior quality
was taken by the rich sections of society, whereas the inferior variety
was the food of the people belonging to the lower strate.2

Cooking rice was called Bhatta or Bhakta (modern Bhata).3 Panini
calls it also Odana.4 It was ordinarily eaten with Supa (pulses) and
vegetables5 Panini tells us that meat, supa, vegatables, guda, ghees, etc.
were added to Bhata.6 Rice-milk was highly praised by the Buddha, and
he recommended it for the Bhikshus as a morning breakfast.7 Honey was
also mixed to it. Yavagu (rice or barley gruel) was a common liquid food.

There were a few special preparations known to us. Satu,8 so
common in Bihar of today, was also eaten during our period. Kummasa
or Kulmasha was a coarse food of the poor.9 Sweet cake, modern Puva,
was a favourite dish. According to the illisa Jataka, it was prepared
from rice, milk, sugar, ghee, and honey. Patthakhajjaka (modern Khaja)
was another sweetmeat liked by all. Sariputta was fond of it, but took a
vow not to eat it, for it tended to make him greedy.10 Palala was a
delicioussweetmeat mentioned by Panini. 11 It was made of powdered
Tila and sugar or Guda. Pishtaka, now known as Pitha, as prepared
from the ground paste of rice. 12

Milk and milk-products, like curd, butter and ghee were largely
eaten. 13  Vegetables like Pumpkins, gourds, cumumbers, etc. and fruits
like mango and jamboo (Jambu) were included in the diet of peple. 14
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That during this period a large number of people were non-
vegetarian is proved by the discovery of bones at different archaeological
sites. They seem to have been very fond of meat and fish. There were
butchers15  who earned their livelihood by killing various animals in the
slaughter-houses and by supplying their meat to the people. The flesh of
goat, pig, sheep, and deer was much used. In certain sections of society
and on special occasions, cows and oxen were also slaughtered, but the
tendency to rivers the cow and to spare the useful bull was gaining
ground. The Jataka stories mention Pigeons, 16 geess, 17  herons, 18

peacocks, 19 crows20 and cocks21 as eatables. A large number of people
cherished fish diet. Meat and fish were carried in carts to the towns and
cities where they sold in the open markets. 22

Meat and fish were important items of diet in the royal kitchen.
23 On the festival days and on occasions like marriages meat was lavishly
consumed. Even from Jatakas the Brahmanas also are described as
relishing meat and fish with great delight. They are non-vegetarian diet
on the occasions. 24 and on the occasion of the Sraddha ceremoy25 A
guest was also served with meat so that the fruits of the merit of honouring
him could be reaped. 26 It seems that the custom of meat-eating was so
common that the Buddha did not prohibit it, except for the Bhikshus,
who could accept it only in alms and could not procure it otherwise. In
the Mahaparinibbana-suttanta, the Buddha himself is described as eating
pig-meat (Sukasa-maddakva)_, 27 and in a Jataka story, he is found
cherishing cooked meat at the house of a householders. 28

Drinking was fairly common during this period. There are
references to Sura and Meraya (Mairkkeya) as intoxicating drinks. 29

The kings, princes, nobles, warriors, and rich people called Sethis dranks
liquor. The religious people and the Brahmacharins of all castes were to
abstain from drinking. The Jaina sutras prohibit the Jaina monks from
visiting festive gatherings in which people drank. According to the rules
of the Vinaya, the novices were not a drink strong drinks and intoxicating
liquors, 30 and the same rule applied to the elders. We learn from the
Bharmasutras of Apastambak31 Gautama, 32 and Vishnu33 that the
Brahmanas were not allowed to in dulge in drinking.

The Jaina and Buddhist sources further inform us that the festive
occasions were marked by feasting, drinking, and merry-making. 34 There
used to be a festival known as the Sura-Nakkhata (drinking-festival)
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which was marked by unrestricted drinking, feasting and dancing, 35 leading
finally prawls in which people broke their heads, feet and hands. 36

Liquor was manufactured or consumed on a lkarge scale.
Taverns (Panagara : Kappasala) where various kinds wine were sold
were common. The Jatakas inform us that there were crowded taverns,
where liquor was kept filled in Jars and sold.37 The owners of the taverns
kept apprentices, who helped them in their business. 38 Generally these
taverns were managed by the Setthis, who were the aristocratic vaisyas
bisyas owing considerable property. Some people used to go to these
taverns for drinking with their wives. 39

Meat was eaten during the vedic period. In the Rigvedka, Indra
and Agni are described as eating the meat of oxen and cows. 40 Horse,
bulks, oxen, cows, and rams were sacrificed for Agni. 41 In the Satapatha
Brahmana, meat is discribed as the best kind of food42. The Saga the
Saga Yajnavalkya is represented as eating the meat of cows and oxen.
43 All these show that during the Vedic and the later period meat was
quite common.

It is beyond any doubt that Buddhist period in Indian history
marked the beginning of Urban life which continued up to mid Gupta
Period. The city life made a number of material available in the society.
A number of factories and mills were there to manufacture a large
number of eatable objects.
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