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Where Did Curry
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THE GLOBAL JOURNEY OF CURRY:
UNRAVELING ITS TRUE ORIGINS

Curry is one of the most beloved and
widely recognized dishes in the world.
From the bustling streets of Mumbai to
the cozy pubs of London, and from the
vibrant night markets of Bangkok to the
home kitchens of Tokyo, curry has
become a global culinary phenomenon.
Yet, for all its popularity, a surprisingly
simple question often stumps even the

most seasoned food lovers: Where did
curry originate from?

The answer is far from straightforward.
The word "curry" itself has a complex
history, and the dish we know today is
the result of thousands of years of
cultural exchange, migration, trade, and
adaptation. To truly understand the
origins of curry, we must journey back in
time to the Indian subcontinent, explore
the influence of European colonialism,
and trace the dish's evolution as it
traveled across the globe. This article
will take you on that journey, unraveling
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the rich tapestry of history, culture, and
flavor that makes curry what it is today.

THE ETYMOLOGICAL ROOTS:
WHERE THE WORD "CURRY"
COMES FROM

Before we dive into the dish itself, it is
essential to understand the word. The
English term "curry" is widely believed to
be an anglicized version of the Tamil
word "kari," which means sauce or
gravy, often used in reference to spiced
vegetable or meat dishes. The
Portuguese, who were among the first
Europeans to establish trade routes to
India in the 15th and 16th centuries,
encountered this word during their
interactions with Tamil-speaking
communities along the southwestern
coast of India. They adopted the term as

"caril" to describe the spiced dishes
they encountered.

When the British East India Company
arrived in India in the 17th century, they
encountered these same dishes and
adopted the Portuguese-influenced term.
Over time, "caril" evolved into the
English word "curry." By the 18th and
19th centuries, "curry" had become a
blanket term used by Europeans to
describe virtually any spiced Indian dish,
regardless of regional variations or
distinct recipes.

It is important to note that in India itself,
the word "curry" is rarely used in the
same way. Most Indian languages have
specific names for individual dishes
based on their ingredients, preparation
methods, and regional traditions. For
instance, a lentil-based dish is called
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dal, a yogurt-based dish is korma, and
a dry spiced vegetable dish is sabzi. The
concept of "curry" as a single, monolithic
dish is largely a Western invention.

THE DEEP HISTORY OF CURRY ON
THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT

While the word "curry" may have a
relatively recent history in the English
language, the culinary traditions that
gave rise to it are ancient.
Archaeological evidence suggests that
the people of the Indus Valley
Civilization, which flourished around
2600-1900 BCE, were already using a
variety of spices, including ginger,
turmeric, and mustard seeds. These
spices were likely used to flavor stews
and dishes that would be recognizable
as early forms of curry.

The use of spices in Indian cooking was
further refined over millennia, influenced
by successive waves of migration, trade,
and cultural exchange. The Vedic
period (around 1500-500 BCE) saw the
introduction of new ingredients and
cooking techniques, and the
development of Ayurveda, the traditional
Indian system of medicine, placed great
emphasis on the medicinal properties of
spices. Turmeric, for example, was
prized for its  anti-inflammatory
properties, while cumin and coriander
were used to aid digestion.

During the Mauryan Empire (322-185
BCE) and the subsequent Gupta Empire
(320-550 CE), trade with the Roman
Empire brought new spices and
ingredients to the subcontinent. Black
pepper, which would later become one



of the most sought-after spices in the
world, was already being cultivated in
southern India and exported to the West.
By the medieval period, the spice trade
was flourishing, and Indian cuisine had
become incredibly sophisticated, with
regional variations developing distinct
identities.

The Role of the
Mughal Empire

A pivotal moment in the evolution of
what we now call curry came with the
establishment of the Mughal Empire in
the 16th century. The Mughals, who
were of Turkic-Mongol origin, brought
with them a rich culinary tradition that
included the use of cream, dried fruits,

nuts, and slow-cooking techniques. They
introduced Persian and Central Asian
elements to Indian cooking, leading to
the creation of iconic dishes such as
korma, biryani, and rich, creamy
sauces that are now synonymous with
many popular Indian curries.

The Mughal influence added layers of
complexity and richness to Indian
cuisine. The use of yogurt, cream, and
ground nuts became more common, and
the slow cooking of meats in aromatic
spice blends, known as masalas,
became an art form. This fusion of
indigenous Indian spices with Persian
and Central Asian cooking techniques
laid the foundation for the luxurious,
aromatic curries that are celebrated
today.
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THE PORTUGUESE INFLUENCE
AND THE INTRODUCTION OF NEW
INGREDIENTS

The arrival of the Portuguese on the
Malabar Coast in the late 15th century
marked another significant turning point.
The Portuguese introduced several
ingredients from the Americas that
would become staples of Indian cooking,
particularly chili peppers, potatoes,
tomatoes, and corn. Before the
Portuguese arrival, the heat in Indian
dishes came primarily from black pepper
and ginger. The introduction of chili
peppers revolutionized Indian cuisine,
allowing for a wider range of heat levels
and flavors.

The Portuguese also contributed to the
development of specific regional curries.

In Goa, which was a Portuguese colony
for over 450 years, the local cuisine
evolved into a unique fusion of Indian
and Portuguese flavors. Dishes such as
vindaloo, which is derived from the
Portuguese dish "carne de vinha d'alhos"
(meat marinated in wine and garlic),
became a hallmark of Goan cooking.
Over time, vindaloo was adapted to
include local spices and chili peppers,
becoming the fiery, tangy curry that is
known as a special dish today.

Similarly, the Portuguese influence can
be seen in the widespread use of vinegar
in Goan and some South Indian curries,
as well as in the cooking techniques of
balchao and xacuti, which blend Indian
spices with Portuguese-inspired
preparation methods. This fusion was
not one-way: the Portuguese also took



Indian spices and cooking methods back
to Europe, laying the groundwork for the
global spread of curry.

THE BRITISH COLONIAL ERA AND
THE GLOBAL SPREAD OF CURRY

It was during the British colonial rule
of India (1757-1947) that curry truly
began its journey to becoming a global
dish. British officials, soldiers, and
traders developed a taste for Indian food
and sought to recreate it back home.
However, the complex, time-consuming
spice blends and cooking techniques
were often simplified and adapted to suit
British palates and kitchen practices.

One of  the most significant
developments during this period was the
creation of curry powder. In India,
cooks traditionally ground spices fresh

for each dish, creating custom blends
based on the recipe, the season, and
personal preference. The British, seeking
convenience, began mixing and pre-
grinding a standard set of spices —
typically turmeric, coriander, cumin,
fenugreek, and chili powder — to create
a ready-made seasoning. This "curry
powder" became a staple in British
kitchens and was exported around the
world.

The British also established curry houses
in London and other major cities,
catering to colonial officials returning
from India and adventurous locals. By
the late 19th century, curry had become
a popular dish in Britain, appearing in
cookbooks and on restaurant menus.
The famous Coronation Chicken,
created in 1953 for the coronation of
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Queen Elizabeth Il, is a modern example
of how curry had been fully absorbed
into British culinary culture: a cold
chicken dish seasoned with curry
powder, mayonnaise, and apricot puree.

As the British Empire expanded, curry
traveled to other parts of the world. In
Japan, curry was introduced by the
British in the late 19th century and was
adapted to local tastes, resulting in a
thick, mild, stew-like curry served with
rice. Japanese curry, or kare raisu, is
now a national comfort food, distinct
from its Indian predecessors.

In Southeast Asia, curry took on
entirely different forms. Thai curries,
such as green curry, red curry, and
yellow curry, are based on fresh
ingredients like lemongrass, galangal,
coconut milk, and kaffir lime leaves,

which are pounded into a paste. While
the word "curry" is used to describe
these dishes, the flavor profile and
preparation method are vastly different
from Indian curries. Similarly, Malaysian
and Indonesian curries often
incorporate coconut milk, turmeric, and
lemongrass, creating rich, aromatic
dishes with a distinct Southeast Asian
identity.

THE MANY FACES OF CURRY
AROUND THE WORLD

Today, curry is a truly global dish, but it
is far from uniform. Each region has
developed its own interpretation, shaped
by local ingredients, cultural
preferences, and historical influences.
Understanding this diversity is key to
appreciating the true nature of curry.



Indian Curry: A
World of
Regional
Diversity

Even within India, curry is not one dish
but thousands. The cooking of the South
is characterized by the use of coconut,
tamarind, and curry leaves, with dishes
like sambar (a lentil-based vegetable
stew) and avial (a mixed vegetable dish
in yogurt-coconut sauce). In the North,
dairy products like yogurt, cream, and
ghee are more common, along with rich,
slow-cooked meat dishes like butter

chicken and rogan josh.

The East of India, particularly West
Bengal and Odisha, has a distinct
culinary tradition centered around
mustard oil, panch phoron (a five-spice
blend), and fish. Bengali curries, such as
macher jhol (fish curry), are light,
delicate, and aromatic. In the West, the
states of Gujarat and Maharashtra offer
a wide range of vegetarian curries, often
balancing sweet, sour, and spicy flavors.

In Goa, the cuisine reflects both its
Hindu and Portuguese Catholic heritage,
with  coconut-based  curries, fiery
vindaloos, and tangy seafood stews. In
Kerala, known as the "Spice Garden of
India," curries are often coconut-heavy
and feature seafood, with dishes like
meen moilee (fish in coconut milk)
being iconic.
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Curry in the
Caribbean

The Indian diaspora, particularly from
the northern states of Uttar Pradesh and
Bihar, took curry to the Caribbean in the
19th century during the indentured labor
system. In Trinidad and Tobago,
Guyana, and Jamaica, curry became a
staple, adapted to local ingredients.
Trinidadian curry often uses geera
(cumin) and bandhania (culantro) and
is served with roti or rice. Jamaican
curry, such as curry goat, is known for its
bold, earthy flavor and is often spiced
with allspice and Scotch bonnet peppers,
reflecting the island's own culinary
traditions.

Curry in the
United Kingdom

The United Kingdom has a unique
relationship with curry. The British
version, often called "Indian curry," is
heavily influenced by the cooking of the
Bangladeshi and Pakistani
communities who established many of
the famous curry houses in cities like
London, Birmingham, and Manchester.
Dishes such as chicken tikka masala,
which many Britons consider a national
dish, are often mild, creamy, and
tomato-based, adapted to British
palates. There is even a popular story,
though disputed, that chicken tikka
masala was invented in a Glasgow



restaurant in the 1970s.

Other British curry favorites include
balti, a style of cooking that originates
from Birmingham and involves quick-
frying meat and spices in a two-handled
pan, and korma, a mild, creamy dish
that is often the entry point for people
new to curry. The British curry house has
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become a cultural institution, with
millions of meals served each week.

Curry In
Southeast Asia

In Thailand
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