
ON A PATRICK SHAW & JENNY KOSTECKI-SHAW LOVE 
CHAI & INDIA. ONE MORNING WHILE SIPPING 
CHAI, THEY HAD THIS CRAZY IDEA TO FLY TO 
THEIR ADOPTED MOTHERLAND, INDIA AND 

SPEND FOUR MONTHS STEEPING THEMSELVES 
IN CHAI CULTURE. THE RESULT WAS A BEAUTIFUL, 
RICH & ILLUSTRATED BOOK, CHAI PILGRIMAGE: A 
SOUL-NOURISHING TEA ADVENTURE THROUGH 

NORTHERN INDIA. 

words JOANNA OOMMEN

Like many Indians, I too was introduced early to the 
chai culture, first as a dispassionate spectator to tea-
drinking parents and guests, and later, as my taste 
evolved beyond Bournvita and Rasna, as an avid 
consumer of the beverage myself. My favourite blend 
of tea was and remains my mother’s Elaichi spiced 
concoction, whose perfection I’ve been unable to 
recreate (mother’s touch perhaps?). 

A steaming cup of chai, accompanied by a plate of 
hot samosas or pakoras, is one of the few things that 
fires up the ‘Indian’ in us. We may dress differently, 
be more relaxed in certain dialects, enjoy rice, roti, 
or both, depending on our origins, but if we were to 

choose one beverage that defines India like no other, 
chai would be the unequivocal favourite. Long before 
India’s urban youth latched on to the western practice 
of consuming coffee spurted into takeaway cups 
that grew taller by the decade, hand-brewed chai 
served by the road-side chaiwallah in humble glass or 
clay cups had become the mainstay of office-goers 
taking a break or catching up with friends after work. 
Needless to say, chai culture still permeates Indian 
homes in a classic portrayal of Indian hospitality and 
timeless tradition.

But this essay is not merely about 
celebrating chai culture. Instead, I’ll be 

(Facing page) Cover, Chai 
Pilgrimage: A Soul-Nourishing Tea 
Adventure Through Northern India.  
(Above) Ginger icon from the book. 
(Below) Jenny Kostecki-Shaw & 
Patrick Shaw.
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sharing the inspiring story of the American 
couple Patrick Shaw and Jenny Kostecki-Shaw, 
whose love for masala chai and India first 
brought them to the country in 1999. They 
spent four months in 2006 “steeping in chai 
culture” and the spiritual traditions, music, 
food, and art of the country, which they refer 
to as their adopted motherland. Patrick, an 
Ayurveda practitioner, teaches Ayurveda and 
Ayurvedic cooking at the University of New 
Mexico. Jenny is a mother, homesteader and 
illustrator of children’s books. Having visited 
India many times, they chronicled discoveries 
and adventures in Chai Pilgrimage: A Soul-
Nourishing Tea Adventure Through Northern 
India, their recently-published travel journal, 
which is available through chaipilgrimage.com 
and amazon.com. Excerpts from my interaction 
with Patrick Shaw. 

Was it your interest in Ayurveda that led to 
you discovering your passion for tea?  My 
Ayurvedic studies indirectly introduced me to 
masala chai. Through Ayurveda, I discovered 
India’s spiritual traditions and rich culture. 
Many aspects of Indian culture, the food, 
art and music, got woven into my life. I soon 
embarked on studying Indian music and my 
tabla teacher served me my first cup of home-
brewed masala chai. The rest is history.

How would you describe India’s obsession 
with chai? Is it a reflection of your own 
fascination with the beverage?  I feel India’s 
obsession with chai, and my own, is rooted 
in the timeless tradition of stopping for a 
moment to connect with one another. When 
we sip a sweet, warming cup of chai, we relax 
and let our guard down - creating a space 
for sincere conversation. I think this is a big 
reason why people gather at chai dukans and 
drink chai in the home - to be at ease with one 
another. Then, of course, after chai time, we 
are energised and ready to get to work!

Have you been to tea-growing regions 
other than India? What is your take on the 
tea-drinking culture in these countries? 

How does Indian chai compare to other forms of 
tea? We have only visited tea-growing regions in India. 
Because of our love for Indian culture, any further tea 
explorations would most likely be in India. I cannot 
imagine any other tea experience that can compare to 
sitting on a dusty, tea-stained wooden plank held up 
by two tin sesame oil cans and sipping boiled CTC tea 
with buffalo milk from a wonderful chaiwallah. CTC, 
an acronym for Crush, Tear, Curl, refers to the most 
common processing technique for tea leaves among 
Indian tea manufacturers, and yields the pelletised tea 
leaves widely available in Indian markets.

(Clockwise)  A 
chaiwallah icon from 
the book. The Big 
Batch House Chai 
recipe. A Darjeeling 
Ginger Chai recipe. A 
cardamom icon from 
the book.
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Joanna Oommen has an eye for detail and a passion for all things creative. An engineer 
by qualification and a writer by choice, she worked as a technology writer in India’s 
Millennium city, Gurgaon, before moving to Dubai. She’s also contributed to the IEEE 
and Arabian Gazette. Most of all, she enjoys getting her views across, and sharing the 
stories behind her impromptu jaunts. When not buried in a book, she loves crafts, cooking, 
catching a movie or strolling with her partner, gazing at Dubai’s skyline. Find her at 
mehmianddubai.wordpress.com

 

Tell us more about your trip(s) to India. It is 
not uncommon for first time visitors from a 
different continent to be overwhelmed by 
the vastness of India’s geography, its cultural 
and spiritual traditions, not to mention the 
challenges of adapting to an unfamiliar 
lifestyle. How would you describe your 
sojourn? From the first moment I arrived in India, I 
felt like I was home. In all honesty, I feel like I have 
lived here before – perhaps many times. I came 
to India straight from living at a Hindu ashram in 
America where we had numerous Indian visitors, so 
I was accustomed to many of the traditions. That 
being said, being surrounded by a billion people 
in a place where every facet of human existence is 
exposed, was extremely humbling. Each moment in 
India was a practice in cultivating compassion. One 
cannot ignore the difficult aspects of India’s reality 
without closing off ones heart. Instead, India broke 
open our hearts. We laughed, cried and prayed to 
the full each day. 

One fond memory that has always moved me was 
arriving at railway station on a second-class sleeper 
train as people were bustling on and off the train. 
A woman with a baby boarded the train, made eye 
contact with me for a second, then handed her 
baby to me without speaking a word and walked off 
the train. After five minutes she returned with her 
luggage. It is rare to experience this level of human 
trust in America.

You refer to India as your adopted motherland. 
This clearly arises from more than sharing ‘chai 
culture’. Tell us more about how this love came 
about and your impressions of India: its people, 
culture, spirituality and diversity. Indian culture is 
thoroughly steeped in spiritual tradition. This is the 
beauty of India! Everywhere you go, you hear the 
call to prayer from mosques, walk past street-side 
mandirs and see people dressed in religious garb. 
This constant reminder of the divine presence is why 
we love India. This presence permeates through 
the culture and through the people. We miss many 
of India’s customs - greeting one another with 
Namaste or Salaam Alaikum, removing shoes at the 
door, being offered a fresh cup of chai - when we 
return to America.

share. 

As we completed the interview, I couldn’t resist asking 
Patrick, a seasoned chaiwallah, the secret to making a 
delicious and healthy cup of tea. Besides using fresh 
ground spices, (and there is a cornucopia of spices to play 
around with: ginger, cardamom, fennel, cloves, cinnamon, 
nutmeg, saffron, vanilla beans, even pepper), Patrick shares 
something he learned from his ‘chai guru’: prepare chai ‘with 
prayer or loving intentions so that whoever sips it receives 
a blessing’. I realise I might after all have cracked the secret 
behind my mother’s elaichi-wali chai! 

To know more, chaipilgrimage.com. 

What inspired you and Jenny to create ‘Chai 
Pilgrimage’? What is the message you would like 
to convey? One of our greatest pleasures in India is 
hanging out at chai stalls and talking with people. We 
realised that street-side stands were the central meeting 
places for India’s diverse walks of life. We wanted to take 
this street-level cultural experience and combine it with 
our backgrounds in Ayurveda, Eastern spirituality, chai-
making and photography, and create an evocative visual 
journey, packed with stories and recipes that people would 
treasure. So our target audience is masala chai drinkers, 
curious travellers as well as anyone who holds India in their 
heart. Our underlying vision was to portray the unique and 
divine nature of each person we met regardless of his or 
her socio-economic status. To us, the beloved chaiwallah 
is the welcoming face of India who embodies the Vedic 
tradition of Atitihi Devo Bhava, or treating the guest as 
god no matter who they are. Everyone is remarkable 
and worthy of being honoured. This realisation was the 
greatest boon of our pilgrimage and one we would like to 

(Left) Traditional clay cups. (Below, top to bottom) Jai 
Ram, a chaiwallah who the duo met on their journey. 
The charm of  ‘grandma’ chai. In Benaras, they learnt 

more about clay cups. 
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