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ment with different varieties. 
I n v e s t m e n t  m a y  r a n g e  f r o m  

₹10,000-15,000 to ₹15-20 lakh for commer-
cial farming, returns could be three times as 
much within a few months.

Today there is growing awareness of the 
therapeutic properties of mushrooms such as 
lion’s mane and Ganoderma lucidum—and 
more cultivators catering to this growing 
market. “Ganoderma contains more than 400 
chemical constituents, including triterpenes, 
polysaccharides, nucleotides, alkaloids, ster-
oids, amino acids, fatty acids and phenols. 
These show medicinal properties such as 

immunomodulatory, anti-hepatitis, anti-tu-
mour, antioxidant, antimicrobial, anti-HIV, 
antimalarial, hypoglycaemic and anti-inflam-
matory properties,” write Arvind Bijalwan 
and Kalpana Bahuguna in an article pub-
lished in the Down To Earth magazine earlier 
this year.

The real growth, then, is in the market for 
nutritional supplements and mushrooms 
used in herbal and medicinal products. The 
appetite for mushrooms—the actual, real 
appetite for what lands on your plate—is still 
limited, with most Indians still wary of con-
suming something they find unfamiliar and 
inconclusively vegetarian or non-vegetarian. 
Still, there is a niche market among urban 
consumers who are sold on its umami, earthy 
taste and versatility, and want to try new vari-
eties. 

“Some people who come to our restaurant, 
mostly vegetarians, are wary of trying out 
mushrooms but we try to convince them—
and I have to say that if they do give it a shot, 
95% of them change their minds,” says John-
son Ebenezer, 42, chef-partner at the Benga-
luru-based restaurant Farmlore. The farm-
to-table restaurant in north Bengaluru gets its 
mushrooms from a small startup called The 

Fungamental Co., which supplies them with 
four-five varieties, including pink oysters, 
lion’s mane, shiitake and king oyster, three 
times a week. 

At the 18-seater Farmlore, the produce dic-
tates the menu, says Ebenezer. Over the past 
few months, they have had at least one mush-
room dish in their 10-course degustation 
menu for both lunch and dinner, such as the 
Fungamental, a savoury dish made with ragi 
sourdough, hazelnut and three varieties of 
mushroom—lion’s mane, king oyster and 
pink oyster. 

“Mushrooms are spectacularly easy to cook 
and they have become an integral part of our 
menus. We use the trimmings in soups and 
reductions, and the rest are simply wood-
fired or stir-fried with just some garlic and 
fresh herbs,” says Ebenezer. “Using mush-
rooms is a great way to introduce umami into 
vegetarian dishes, and we also use mushroom 
embers (slow-burning the mushroom stalks 
and stems) as a bed over which we roast 
lamb.”  

The Fungamental Co. was conceived in 
2017 and launched in 2019. The founding 
team comprises mycologists, microbiologists 
and chemists “but we are, most importantly, 
foodies who are all a little in love with what we 
are growing,” says Joshua Rao, 38, a founding 
member of The Fungamental Co. They grow 
organic, exotic mushrooms to order, includ-
ing varieties like lion’s mane (Hericium erina-
ceus), golden oyster (Pleurotus citrinopilea-
tus), pearl (blue) oyster (Pleurotus ostreatus), 
pink oyster (Pleurotus djamor), King Trumpet 
oyster (Pleurotus eryngii) and Golden Enokit-
ake. “The rise in demand at the moment is a 
confluence of food artistry, ecological con-
sciousness around meat production and basic 
consumer awareness about general health 
and nutritional benefits,” says Rao. 

Earlier this year, Bengaluru-based Nakul 
Kumbharen, 27, and Rahul Menon, 25, both 
formerly from the hospitality industry, 
started a rather unique project: RoomOfS-
hrooms. They lease empty apartments and 
grow mushrooms there, selling what they 
grow—mainly different varieties of oyster 
mushrooms—to local markets. They also 
make ready-to-fruit, DIY mushroom kits. 
“The per capita consumption of mushrooms 
in India is less than 90g per year, while in 
countries like China and the US, Netherlands, 
it’s over 3kg. So there is a huge potential here, 
and also a way to fill nutrition gaps,” says 
Kumbharen.

A VARIETY OF USES
Mushroom’s potential is certainly not invisi-
ble to the international fashion world. A few 
years ago, Adidas Originals launched a shoe 
made using mushroom leather. In May, Brit-

ish designer Stella McCartney, known for ani-
mal-friendly high fashion, launched a collec-
tion of handbags and clothes made from 
vegan, lab-grown Mylo mushroom leather. 
“Mylo is a soft, substantial, sustainable leather 
alternative made from mycelium, the infi-
nitely renewable underground root system of 
mushrooms (and is) remarkably similar to 
animal products, with fewer environmental 
impacts,” notes the designer’s website. 

With sustainability in focus in the fashion 
world, more brands are exploring the possi-
bilities of mushroom leather. Veganologie , 
the first Dubai-based green accessories brand 
that caters to customers globally, including 
India, is one. Its 28-year-old founder, Angana 
Maheshwari, hopes to launch mushroom 
leather-based products by the start of next 
year. 

“It’s getting bigger by the day. I know many 
large brands that are soon going to come out 
with mushroom-leather based fashion items. 
It’s less of a trend and more like a need of the 
hour. It’s more expensive than leather but it’s 
a viable alternative that can be moulded in 
any way you want. I am just surprised that we 
didn’t realise mushrooms’ potential all this 
while,” says Maheshwari.

In Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh, Phool, started by 
Ankit Agarwal and Prateek Kumar to use tem-
ple flower waste to create products like 
incense cones, is now producing mushroom 
leather in a 9,000 sq. ft factory. Combining 
mycelium with bacterial culture and flowers 
of all kinds, they are able to make 2x2ft sized 
sheets in 10-12 days. At the moment, they are 
working with international fashion brands to 
create accessories like bags, wallets and 
clothes. “It’s a mat-like structure that under-
goes vegetable tanning and some other pro-
cesses before becoming fungi leather,” 
explains Nachiket Kuntla, 29, head of 
research and development at Phool. 

One of the reasons mushroom leather has 
remained unexplored, he says, is lack of tech-
nology and interest. “Biotechnology is a 
recent thing here. I mean, India has more 
engineers and doctors, but hardly any people 
in biotechnology. It will take us 10-15 years to 
get to where the West is right now in this 
field.”

Delhi-based mechanical engineer Arpit 
Dhupar agrees. He is the founder of Dharak-
sha Eco Solutions, which manufactures  
100,000-150,000 storage boxes a month 
using mycelium in a 14,000 sq. ft factory in 
Ballabgarh, Haryana. Each box, meant for 
consumer goods, costs ₹10-200, depending 
on size. His vision is to replace thermocol, 
which takes 2,000 years to decompose, with 
mycelium boxes, created in collaboration 
with the Regional Centre for Biotechnology 
in Faridabad. These mycelium boxes turn 
into compost within 60 days. 

“If a mycelium box costs ₹10, a thermocol 
version will be ₹9,” claims Dhupar, 29, who’s 
in the process of getting a patent for his myce-
lium box recipe that includes the mushroom 
root culture, stubble and a few other things. 
“It’s half patent and half trade secret,” he says, 
adding that there’s enough interest in the 
market to make him speed up production. 
 “Mushrooms are the fastest decomposers. 
It makes sense if you are trying to be green. 
It’s a magical being,” says Dhupar. “Do you 
know entire forests are connected via myce-
lium and trees talk to each other through 
them? If a tree is cut, other trees would know 
through the mycelium. We have barely 
scratched the surface in realising the true 
power of mushrooms.”

Shrabonti.b@livemint.com

ANGANA MAHESHWARI, 28
FOUNDER-CEO, VEGANOLOGIE

B
orn in Kolkata and now based in Dubai, 
Angana Maheshwari started Veganologie six 
months ago to sell vegan leather fashion 

accessories, including cross-body bags, wallets, and 
card holders. An alumna of the London School of 
Economics and Political Science, she says mushroom 
leather will soon be all the rage.
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N
amrata Goenka, who 
has a masters in bio-
chemistry and a law 

degree, founded Green Apron 
in 2017, growing gourmet 
mushroom varieties like king 
oysters, pink shiitake, pink 
oysters and elm oysters as 
well as mushroom seasonings 
and pickles. Today, she sup-
plies fresh mushrooms to 
many top restaurants in Ben-
galuru as well as to individual 
buyers. 
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ically, without using chemical sprays, and in 
temperature- and environment-controlled 
units that are kept free of contaminants. 
“Mushrooms are the cleanest food you can 
eat,” says Goenka.   

Of course, growing mushrooms is not all 
that easy, especially since you are trying to 
replicate natural processes in a small room. In 
the wild, mushrooms grow overnight. Some 
varieties only grow when thunder strikes 
(gucchi or morel); some when a tree bark is hit 
(shiitake). But as innocent as they may seem 
with their archetypal umbrella and cigarette-
like roots, they are anything but powerless. 
Ongoing research shows there are mushroom 
varieties that can fight Alzheimer’s, arthritis, 
even cancer. 

Small wonder then that the global market 
for edible fungi was expected to hit the $69 
billion (around ₹5.5 trillion) mark within the 
next two years, biologist Merlin Sheldrake 
noted in the 2020 book Entangled Life: How 
Fungi Make Our Worlds, Change Our Minds & 
Shape Our Futures.

Another reason for the growing demand 
for mushrooms is the increased interest in 
meat alternatives, says Sharan. Traditionally, 
mushrooms had never been a major part of 
mainstream cuisine, except among foraging 
communities that have always had extensive 
knowledge of edible mushrooms. Now, he 
adds, people are more well-travelled and 
“want to experience food like they did in, say, 
Florence or Kyoto. They are aware of the dif-
ferent kinds and tastes of mushrooms.” 

At present, Shroomery is doing sales of 
2,000-2,500kg of fresh mushrooms every 
month (all varieties combined). About half of 
this sale is of portobellos; among the rest, shi-
itake and king oyster are catching up fast. 
Each box, depending on the variety and 
weight (200-250g), costs ₹250-750. 

“Mushrooms haven’t yet got the recogni-
tion they deserve, especially in India. Do you 
know that after a good rain, the ground below 
us becomes white because of the growth of 
mushrooms? It’s a little crazy that we are, in a 
way, surrounded by mushrooms but they are 
invisible to us,” says Sharan. “Hopefully, not 
for long.” 

A CONNECTED ECOSYSTEM 

National Horticultural Board (NHB) figures 
show the total production of mushrooms in 
the top 10 mushroom-growing states rose 
from 147.99 metric tonnes in 2020 to 177.85 
MT in 2021 and 200.35 MT in 2022—most of 
the growth, of course, has been in button 
mushrooms.

There are many categories of players. 
There is large-scale organised farming in 
states like Bihar (which produces 10% of the 
total mushroom grown in the country; data 
from the NHB says the state produced 
28,000 tonnes in 2021-22). There are micro 
entrepreneurs who grow mushrooms in their 
homes and supply them to local markets and 
to industries that use mushrooms in the pro-

duction of edible products like pickles, 
papads and mushroom powders, as 

well as non-edible products like 
vegan leather, packaging 

products and skincare 
products. 

Then there are the 
gourmet growers—

startups that largely 
supply edible mushrooms 

to individuals and restaurants 
and are identified by their 

branded businesses, their social 
media savvy and willingness to experi-

SUMIT SHARAN, 35
FOUNDER, SHROOMERY

A
fter working in 
organisations like 
Standard Char-

tered bank and Airbnb, 
Sharan, a Duke University 
graduate, wanted to do 
something different. He 
wanted to farm and spot-
ted a gap in the market—
there was a growing 
demand among chefs for 
more than just button 
mushrooms. He started 
Shroomery in 2018 and now 
offers eight varieties of 
mushrooms to restaurants 
and individual buyers across 
the country.

JASHID HAMEED, 30, AND 
PRITHVI KINI, 29
CO-FOUNDERS, NUVEDO

F
ounded in 2021 in Bengaluru, Nuvedo 
grows several varieties of rare and 
exotic mushrooms, makes and retails 

mushroom-growing kits, supplies spores and 
spawn to other growers, conducts mushroom-
growing workshops across India, organises 
foraging walks to increase awareness about 
mushrooms and is focused on growing an 
ecosystem of mushroom lovers in India.

NUVEDO
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much within a few months.

Today there is growing awareness of the 
therapeutic properties of mushrooms such as 
lion’s mane and Ganoderma lucidum—and 
more cultivators catering to this growing 
market. “Ganoderma contains more than 400 
chemical constituents, including triterpenes, 
polysaccharides, nucleotides, alkaloids, ster-
oids, amino acids, fatty acids and phenols. 
These show medicinal properties such as 

immunomodulatory, anti-hepatitis, anti-tu-
mour, antioxidant, antimicrobial, anti-HIV, 
antimalarial, hypoglycaemic and anti-inflam-
matory properties,” write Arvind Bijalwan 
and Kalpana Bahuguna in an article pub-
lished in the Down To Earth magazine earlier 
this year.

The real growth, then, is in the market for 
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used in herbal and medicinal products. The 
appetite for mushrooms—the actual, real 
appetite for what lands on your plate—is still 
limited, with most Indians still wary of con-
suming something they find unfamiliar and 
inconclusively vegetarian or non-vegetarian. 
Still, there is a niche market among urban 
consumers who are sold on its umami, earthy 
taste and versatility, and want to try new vari-
eties. 

“Some people who come to our restaurant, 
mostly vegetarians, are wary of trying out 
mushrooms but we try to convince them—
and I have to say that if they do give it a shot, 
95% of them change their minds,” says John-
son Ebenezer, 42, chef-partner at the Benga-
luru-based restaurant Farmlore. The farm-
to-table restaurant in north Bengaluru gets its 
mushrooms from a small startup called The 

Fungamental Co., which supplies them with 
four-five varieties, including pink oysters, 
lion’s mane, shiitake and king oyster, three 
times a week. 
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tates the menu, says Ebenezer. Over the past 
few months, they have had at least one mush-
room dish in their 10-course degustation 
menu for both lunch and dinner, such as the 
Fungamental, a savoury dish made with ragi 
sourdough, hazelnut and three varieties of 
mushroom—lion’s mane, king oyster and 
pink oyster. 

“Mushrooms are spectacularly easy to cook 
and they have become an integral part of our 
menus. We use the trimmings in soups and 
reductions, and the rest are simply wood-
fired or stir-fried with just some garlic and 
fresh herbs,” says Ebenezer. “Using mush-
rooms is a great way to introduce umami into 
vegetarian dishes, and we also use mushroom 
embers (slow-burning the mushroom stalks 
and stems) as a bed over which we roast 
lamb.”  

The Fungamental Co. was conceived in 
2017 and launched in 2019. The founding 
team comprises mycologists, microbiologists 
and chemists “but we are, most importantly, 
foodies who are all a little in love with what we 
are growing,” says Joshua Rao, 38, a founding 
member of The Fungamental Co. They grow 
organic, exotic mushrooms to order, includ-
ing varieties like lion’s mane (Hericium erina-
ceus), golden oyster (Pleurotus citrinopilea-
tus), pearl (blue) oyster (Pleurotus ostreatus), 
pink oyster (Pleurotus djamor), King Trumpet 
oyster (Pleurotus eryngii) and Golden Enokit-
ake. “The rise in demand at the moment is a 
confluence of food artistry, ecological con-
sciousness around meat production and basic 
consumer awareness about general health 
and nutritional benefits,” says Rao. 

Earlier this year, Bengaluru-based Nakul 
Kumbharen, 27, and Rahul Menon, 25, both 
formerly from the hospitality industry, 
started a rather unique project: RoomOfS-
hrooms. They lease empty apartments and 
grow mushrooms there, selling what they 
grow—mainly different varieties of oyster 
mushrooms—to local markets. They also 
make ready-to-fruit, DIY mushroom kits. 
“The per capita consumption of mushrooms 
in India is less than 90g per year, while in 
countries like China and the US, Netherlands, 
it’s over 3kg. So there is a huge potential here, 
and also a way to fill nutrition gaps,” says 
Kumbharen.

A VARIETY OF USES
Mushroom’s potential is certainly not invisi-
ble to the international fashion world. A few 
years ago, Adidas Originals launched a shoe 
made using mushroom leather. In May, Brit-

ish designer Stella McCartney, known for ani-
mal-friendly high fashion, launched a collec-
tion of handbags and clothes made from 
vegan, lab-grown Mylo mushroom leather. 
“Mylo is a soft, substantial, sustainable leather 
alternative made from mycelium, the infi-
nitely renewable underground root system of 
mushrooms (and is) remarkably similar to 
animal products, with fewer environmental 
impacts,” notes the designer’s website. 

With sustainability in focus in the fashion 
world, more brands are exploring the possi-
bilities of mushroom leather. Veganologie , 
the first Dubai-based green accessories brand 
that caters to customers globally, including 
India, is one. Its 28-year-old founder, Angana 
Maheshwari, hopes to launch mushroom 
leather-based products by the start of next 
year. 

“It’s getting bigger by the day. I know many 
large brands that are soon going to come out 
with mushroom-leather based fashion items. 
It’s less of a trend and more like a need of the 
hour. It’s more expensive than leather but it’s 
a viable alternative that can be moulded in 
any way you want. I am just surprised that we 
didn’t realise mushrooms’ potential all this 
while,” says Maheshwari.

In Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh, Phool, started by 
Ankit Agarwal and Prateek Kumar to use tem-
ple flower waste to create products like 
incense cones, is now producing mushroom 
leather in a 9,000 sq. ft factory. Combining 
mycelium with bacterial culture and flowers 
of all kinds, they are able to make 2x2ft sized 
sheets in 10-12 days. At the moment, they are 
working with international fashion brands to 
create accessories like bags, wallets and 
clothes. “It’s a mat-like structure that under-
goes vegetable tanning and some other pro-
cesses before becoming fungi leather,” 
explains Nachiket Kuntla, 29, head of 
research and development at Phool. 

One of the reasons mushroom leather has 
remained unexplored, he says, is lack of tech-
nology and interest. “Biotechnology is a 
recent thing here. I mean, India has more 
engineers and doctors, but hardly any people 
in biotechnology. It will take us 10-15 years to 
get to where the West is right now in this 
field.”

Delhi-based mechanical engineer Arpit 
Dhupar agrees. He is the founder of Dharak-
sha Eco Solutions, which manufactures  
100,000-150,000 storage boxes a month 
using mycelium in a 14,000 sq. ft factory in 
Ballabgarh, Haryana. Each box, meant for 
consumer goods, costs ₹10-200, depending 
on size. His vision is to replace thermocol, 
which takes 2,000 years to decompose, with 
mycelium boxes, created in collaboration 
with the Regional Centre for Biotechnology 
in Faridabad. These mycelium boxes turn 
into compost within 60 days. 

“If a mycelium box costs ₹10, a thermocol 
version will be ₹9,” claims Dhupar, 29, who’s 
in the process of getting a patent for his myce-
lium box recipe that includes the mushroom 
root culture, stubble and a few other things. 
“It’s half patent and half trade secret,” he says, 
adding that there’s enough interest in the 
market to make him speed up production. 
 “Mushrooms are the fastest decomposers. 
It makes sense if you are trying to be green. 
It’s a magical being,” says Dhupar. “Do you 
know entire forests are connected via myce-
lium and trees talk to each other through 
them? If a tree is cut, other trees would know 
through the mycelium. We have barely 
scratched the surface in realising the true 
power of mushrooms.”
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ically, without using chemical sprays, and in 
temperature- and environment-controlled 
units that are kept free of contaminants. 
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eat,” says Goenka.   
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that easy, especially since you are trying to 
replicate natural processes in a small room. In 
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communities that have always had extensive 
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adds, people are more well-travelled and 
“want to experience food like they did in, say, 
Florence or Kyoto. They are aware of the dif-
ferent kinds and tastes of mushrooms.” 

At present, Shroomery is doing sales of 
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month (all varieties combined). About half of 
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W
hat chicken soup is to millions 
of people in the West, rasam is 
to the people of south India 

(and countries south of India, like Sri 
Lanka). A cure-all, rasam is a quick and 
easy broth to clear colds, soothe sore 
throats, rest growling tummies, settle 
splitting heads, feed 
cranky children, and calm 
crankier adults—but get-
ting the combination of 
spices just right can be a 
challenge. The perfect 
rasam isn’t just about the ingredients, it’s 
also about the vessel you use, writes  
Mala Kumar, who went on a quest for the 
perfect eeya chombbu, or tin vessel. She 
calls it one of the most precious items in 
her kitchen.

In Food >> Cook 

What you need to 
make the best ‘rasam’ 

I
f you are starting out as a runner, 
chances are that pros are giving you 
plenty of advice. Running groups, 

both online and offline, are a great 
resource for any runner, providing both 
support and a sense of community. 
There’s a flip side too—you often receive 
a whole lot of conflicting 
information that could 
leave you confused. Some 
of the advice is on point 
but a lot of it is just myths 
handed down through the 
running generations. Avid runner 
Shrenik Avlani puts quite a few of these 
“truths” to the test to separate fact from 
myth.  And yes, if you cover long distan-
ces, you will eventually lose some toe-
nails. 

In Health >> Fitness 

Five common myths 
about running 

B
ackpacks and fanny packs may 
never lose their following but the 
man purse may finally be having 

its moment. Ranveer Singh’s recent air-
port look included a sporty Gucci Adidas 
sling, while Ranbir Kapoor is known for 
his collection of cross-body bags. A key 
trend that emerged at the 
recently concluded men’s 
fashion weeks in Milan 
and Paris was men carry-
ing everything from 
water-bottle pouches 
crafted in leather to woven oversized 
totes, writes Manish Mishra, while tell-
ing you how to get the look. Cross-body 
leather satchels, harness bags and brief 
boxes styled over shirts, trench coats and 
suits are becoming common. 

In Fashion >> Trends 

How to carry off 
the man purse 

Should you stay in 
touch with an ex? 

T
here is no right answer to this age-
old question. Whether you should 
stay in touch  or not depends on a 

number of factors: the equation you 
share; the kind of relationship you had 
earlier; the terms on which you sepa-
rated; whether you have a partner cur-
rently and if this affects 
them in any way—it’s 
important to communi-
cate with them about this; 
and, most importantly, 
why you want to stay in 
touch. It’s usually the downsides that 
one thinks about but staying in touch 
with your ex comes with some benefits 
too, writes Divya Naik,  speaking to 
experts about navigating this complex 
relationship. 

In Relationships >> It’s Complicated 
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NEW ON SCREENS
A documentary about outspoken singer Sona Mohapatra and a 

slice-of-life Malayalam film are some of the viewing options this week

THE ROAD
The Lebanese film by Rana Salem follows an 
unnamed couple living in Beirut. She has 
quit her job and seems unhappy; he works a 
patch of land and is an audio-visual artist by 
night. They undertake a road trip to the 
mountains: There are flashbacks, memories 
and halts at abandoned houses. There is very 
little dialogue, plenty of ambient sound, and 
frequent cuts to black. It is left to the viewer 
to piece together the story—you get a hang of 
it somewhat only much later in the film, pro-
vided you are still watching. (Netflix)

DEAR FRIEND 
Jannath (Darshana Rajendran), a psychologist, lives with her husband Arjun 
and their friends Vinod, Shyam and Sajith. They do everything together: pitch-
ing their healthcare startup to investors, playing pranks, going out on week-
ends. This sunny slice-of-life story about Malayali millennials finding their way 
in Bengaluru morphs into a tense, slow-burn mystery when one of them goes 
missing, making them rethink what friendship really means. (Netflix)

SHUT UP SONA
Shut Up Sona, a documentary directed 
by Deepti Gupta, shows how Sona 
Mohapatra deals with the challenges of 
being a solo female artist. She calls out 
IIT, Bombay’s college festival, argues 
with members of the Sufi Brotherhood 
after they file an FIR against her, and 
rails against a music industry that is still 
a “boys club”. (Zee5)

EVIL 
Evil, currently in its third season, is essentially episodic—each chapter focuses on a ghost-hunting team investigating what 
seem to be supernatural events—but also has a totally OTT story-arc involving demonic “houses of evil” and a psychopathic 
adversary. Evil is bizarre, often baffling and hilarious—and while it doesn’t take itself too seriously, it can offer sharp com-
mentary on everything from social media influencers to video games and overworked delivery guys. (Voot) 

HONOURING THE 

MUSIC MAKERS

T
he National Centre for the 
Performing Arts is pre-
senting the 13th edition of 

Bandish, its three-day music fes-
tival. To celebrate 75 years of 
independence, the institution is 
honouring some of the country’s 
greatest composers.  The event 
will also showcase some little-
known devotional traditions. On 
16 July, stalwarts like composer-
lyricist Shekhar Sen will be pre-
senting Bhakti Sangeet Ki 
Indradhanushi Yatra. The final 
day will see Shantanu Moitra’s 
tribute to Salil Chowdhury. The 
late composer’s daughter, 
Antara, will share memories of 
the maestro. There will also be 
performances by Shaan, Sad-
hana Sargam and Adriz Ghosh. 
Bandish, Jamshed Bhabha Thea-
tre, NCPA, Mumbai, till 17 July, 
6.30pm.

PLAY YOUR SONG

T
his weekend, combine 
your love for craft beer and 
good music at the Record 

Room, Bengaluru. In a bid to 
transport you back to the good 
ol’ jukebox days, the bar has 
come up with You Pick, We Play!. 
On 17 July, you can dig through 
crates of vinyl, write your 
requests on the blackboard and 
then sit back with a beer or cock-
tail while waiting for your 
song—you can also sing along. 
The collection of 300-plus vinyl 
records has been curated by 
India Record Co. and spans gen-
res such as rock, pop, funk, jazz 
and blues. If coffee is your pre-
ferred music partner, opt for 
artisanal coffees from Blue 
Tokai, Bloom Coffee Roasters 
and others. At the Record Room, 
Bengaluru, 17 July, 3-7pm

—Compiled by Avantika Bhuyan

WEEKEND
TO-DOs

Compiled by Shrabonti Bagchi, Nipa Charagi and Angela Mathew.

In his sparsely furnished home in the Cholamandal Artists’ 
Village,  with huge canvases of red and green suspended 

from the ceiling for the paint to dry, artist V. Viswanadhan 
insisted that I try white tea. This was many years ago, when 
the green tea task force was just gathering strength, talking 
up the many curative properties of antioxidants. “White tea 

is far healthier,” he said, explaining how he sourced this min-
imally processed version from a friend in the Nilgiris. “Not 

many know that yet.” I had never been a tea-drinker but 
finally accepted a cup and was surprised by the absence of 
bitterness. In her column this week, tea expert Aravinda 
Anantharaman makes pretty much the same point about 

white tea, while describing its smooth richness. 
Many of the stories in this issue are about such little-known 

heroes in the world of food. Mushrooms are one of these, until 
recently offered only as an alternative to paneer for vegetari-

ans. Over the last few years, however, the world of mush-
rooms has expanded beyond the little white button variety 
used in curries to all sorts of fungi that can not only be con-
sumed but also turned into vegan leather and eventually, 

health supplements and medication. Entrepreneurs and sci-
entists are working together to discover the potential of 
mushrooms, as our cover story explains. Another often 

ignored source of nutrition is colocasia or taro leaves, which, 
as another story points out, are best picked during the mon-

soon and are used in a variety of regional specialities.
While the focus of our food stories has been the lesser- 

known, our critics revisit performances that have been in the 
limelight for a while, bringing new perspective. Raja Sen 

reviews the Ms. Marvel series in its entirety (most early reviews 
were based on the first two episodes), pointing out its flaws and 
its sharpest moments. Jai Arjun Singh draws parallels between 

Shirley MacLaine’s debut performance in The Trouble With 
Harry and her latest in Only Murders In The Building. The 

Lounge team shares the books, podcasts, music and products 
they have tried and loved in the past week. 

Write to the Lounge editor shalini.umachandran@htlive.com 
@shalinimb

Little-known 
heroes

A NOTE FROM
THE EDITOR

SHALINI UMACHANDRAN

ISTOCKPHOTO
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 Rahul Jacob

N
ick Kyrgios’ media session 
the day before Wimbledon 
started three weeks ago 
could have been the pilot 
for a show on Netflix. The  

Kyrgios contradictions were on display: 
He likes everyone to know tennis takes 
itself too seriously, while underlining that 
he cannot be bothered to take the sport 
and his prodigious talent seriously. “I 
don’t want to be spending seven, eight 
months on the road any more,” Kyrgios, 
who has described himself as a “part-time 
tennis player”, said. “Rankings and all 
that, it’s not something I chase. I have 
played top 10 players in the world this year 
and made them look pretty ordinary.” 
Although the Australian has built up an 
excellent record against the world’s top 
players over the years, this year he had 
beaten just one until Wimbledon.

In the next breath, the 27-year-old was 
taking himself too seriously, magnifying 
his centrality to the sport while displaying 
the self-doubt that a couple of years ago 
pushed him into depression. “Yeah, it’s 
hard. Not many people have gotten over 
the hump of winning a Slam. I am one of 
the people that has to deal with that every 
week. Like, ‘Oh, he’s probably one of the 
biggest wastes of talent. He should be win-
ning a Slam.’”

But his confidence and charm shone 
through almost simultaneously that day as 
well. He said there was a chance his dou-
bles partner, Thanasi Kokkinakis, and he 
might succeed in convincing the crowd to 
do a Ronaldo-inspired siuuu chant, as they 
had during their win at the Australian 
Open in January, joking that nowhere in 
Britain does one see as much alcohol con-
sumed as at Wimbledon. The Australian, 
who likes wearing black, mused about the 
All England Club departing from its all-

while musing about the importance of 
balancing his tennis training with Poké-
mon. Kyrgios has famously never hired a 
full-time coach. Last week, he said he had 
approached Wimbledon this year with 
more seriousness than usual but had not 
practised more than an hour a day.

Yet it is at Wimbledon over the years 
that  the best and worst of Kyrgios has 
been on display. Now 27, he shot to fame 
as a 19-year-old, defeating Nadal in four 
sets on Centre Court in 2014 to reach the 
quarter-finals. He then lost to the Cana-
dian Milos Raonic after winning the first 
set and being up a break of serve in the 
second. The following year, after losing an 
evenly contested first set against Andy 
Murray, he infuriated the crowd and com-
mentators by appearing to give up. He 

admitted later that he had spent the morn-
ing playing video games.

A few years later, he outdid even that for 
unsuitable preparation. Ahead of a match 
with Nadal in the second round at Wim-
bledon in 2019, Kyrgios spent most of the 
night at a nearby pub, leaving at 4am. 
Nadal had said earlier that the Australian 
lacked respect for his opponent, the 
crowd and his own talent.

This year, Wimbledon saw a more seri-
ous Kyrgios, though the obnoxious one 
was on display as well. Tellingly, he said he 
had concentrated on going to bed early 
and had not allowed himself a beer, which 
from any other player might have seemed 
like stating the obvious in terms of prepa-
ration. In his third-round match with the 
Greek Stefanos Tsitsipas, he set out to bait 
his opponent and succeeded spectacu-
larly. After the Greek fourth-seed hit a ball 
into the crowd in temper, Kyrgios 
launched into a tirade against the umpire 
for not defaulting his opponent. 

Kyrgios began his Wimbledon final on 
Sunday in sparkling form but even such a 
setting did little to douse his desire to 
show he was still just having fun, even if it 
meant losing the point by using his frivo-
lous underarm serve. But as good as Djok-
ovic was in retrieving what would have 
been winners against anyone else, Kyrgios 
almost stole the show, if not the title. His 
serve was as explosive as ever, his volleys 
so delicate they seemed a throwback to 
another era. He changed direction on his 
groundstrokes so abruptly and so fast that 

he might as well have been playing a video 
game. After it was over, Djokovic paid rich 
tribute to Kyrgios as one of the great tal-
ents of the sport. The younger Kyrgios had 
baited Djokovic, calling him a phoney; this 
year, however, he showed maturity and 
courage, defending the Serb amid the 
deportation court hearings in Australia.

The two have since become good 
friends. Djokovic charmingly pronounced 
the relationship “officially a bromance”. 

The question is whether Kyrgios’ lazy, 
on-again, off-again relationship with ten-
nis might at last be turning into a profes-
sional pursuit. This may be wishful think-
ing. Yet, a brighter future for tennis as the 
Big 3 age actually depends on it, for other 
Next Gen players such as Tsitsipas and 
Alexander Zverev are nowhere near as 
popular as Kyrgios or Carlos Alcaraz. Unu-
sually, Kyrgios sounds as if he enjoyed 
committing to the sport after his fairy-tale 
fortnight. “I look back at it and I am just 
like, ‘How am I here? How am I here?’ You 
know, it’s pretty cool,” he said after the 
final. 

For the Australian, being cool has 
always been the ultimate ambition. If 
training seriously and concentrating 
harder mean more “cool” wins, as they did 
at Wimbledon, he—and tennis—could 
have the best of both worlds.

Rahul Jacob was the travel, food and 
drink editor for the Financial Times in 
London and is the author of  Right Of Pas-
sage, a collection of travel essays.

(top, right) Novak Djokovic described 

his relationship with Nick Kyrgios (left 

and above) as “officially a bromance” 

after beating the Australian in last 

week’s Wimbledon finals.

Vangmayi Parakala

vangmayi.parakala@htive.com

T
he last few years have seen a seem-
ingly small, but important, step in 
the discourse on self-determina-

tion and self-expression, at least among 
the online and anglophone population. 
People have begun adding preferred 
pronouns to their social media profiles 
and email signatures—like he/him, she/
her, they/them, ze/zir—conveying gen-
tly but firmly that you cannot assume 
gender or sexuality based on given 
names or physical features.

This openness is reflected among Gen 
Z and millennial peer groups, even in the 
data that Tinder, the dating app, shares. 
The platform has now collaborated with 
the Gaysi Family, the Mumbai-based 
e-zine for queer desis, on Let’s Talk Gen-
der, a microsite with a glossary of gender 
terms such as trans, agender, pangender, 
gender fluid, gender binary and gender 
variant, as well as hijra, kothi and thirun-

ambi. The digital initiative was launched 
at the end of Pride Month in June. 

“A lot of people, especially Gen Z and 
millennial people, are very actively 
exploring and expressing their gender 
through online interactions,   whether on 
social media or on dating apps,” says 
Tejaswi Subramanian, one of the Gaysi 
Family editors involved with the project. 
“That’s where people are meeting, 
whether they are dating them, becoming 
friends, or forming some sort of commu-
nity. These relationships become more 
complex (when) you have to engage with 
a person in a complex way, outside of the 
(heteronormative) binary.”

So a detailed primer that addresses 
nuances in identities was needed. With 
this microsite, gender-queer people 
“don’t have to do the emotional labour” 
of explaining what their identity might 
mean, why and how it ought to be 
respected, and why at all they chose to 
explore their energies outside the gender 
binary, explains Subramanian. 

This is especially important in a sce-
nario where it isn’t easy to go public with 
how people want to be known. It usually 
involves considerable introspection, 
coming to terms with and accepting 
themselves, and letting family, friends 
and other loved ones know they don’t 
subscribe to the usual understanding of 
gender and/or sexuality. Such disclo-

sures also involve dealing with any fallout 
or negative reactions. 

The collaboration with Tinder comes 
from the dating app’s own observations 
about people’s preferences. “Since 2018, 
Tinder’s LGBTQIA member base has 
grown at twice the rate of our overall 
membership, and ‘non-binary’ is the No.1 
choice within the ‘more genders’ option 
(which has over 50 options) on the app,” 
says Aahana Dhar, the country director of 
communications at Tinder. 

The microsite opens with a four-point 
introduction to basic concepts for a non-
binary understanding of gender and sex-
ual identity. This is followed by four 
FAQs answered in a friendly, accessible 
tone, and a hyperlink to the glossary of 
over 50 “different ways of experiencing 
and expressing our gender identity”. 

Some of the questions are the ones 
even the most well-intentioned people 
find difficult to ask: “What does sex look 
like with a transgender person?” Or, “I 
am attracted to a gender-queer person. 
Does that mean I am queer too?” 

Linger a moment on the answers and 
you will understand that your gender or 
sexual identity isn’t a proxy for open con-
versations with the person you are inter-
ested in—and/or with yourself.

Find the full glossary on Letstalkgen-
der.in.

Breaking the binary
A new microsite answers 
those difficult-to-ask 
questions about the 
spectrum of gender 
and sexual identities

Medium Talk More than small talk

Some details from the illustration by Mrinalini Godara at Gaysi Family for ‘Let’s Talk Gender’. COURTESY GAYSI FAMILY

The question is whether 
27-year-old Kyrgios’ lazy, 

on-again, off-again 
relationship with tennis 
might at last be turning 

into a professional pursuit

white clothing traditions and pooh-poo-
hed five-set doubles, another long-stand-
ing tradition, as “the stupidest thing ever”, 
something players didn’t want to play and 
spectators didn’t want to watch.

For better or for worse, a Nick Kyrgios 
biographical docudrama is almost cer-
tainly in tennis’ future. During the Austra-
lian Open in January and Wimbledon this 
month, it has seemed as if the Kyrgios 
show has been live-streaming worldwide, 
provoking dinner-table arguments and 
discussions at bars like little else in tennis 
—apart from Novak Djokovic’s deporta-
tion from Australia in January. Beyond the 
ups and downs of its legendary but ageing 
Big 3—Novak Djokovic, Rafael Nadal and 
Roger Federer—Kyrgios, metaphorically 
and occasionally literally, is always centre 
stage in tennis, even when he loses early. 
Despite falling out of the top 100 in 2022 
owing to his reduced schedule and erratic 
form, and a current ranking of 40 in the 
world, Kyrgios is widely viewed as tennis’ 
most entertaining player, a reputation 
that shone last week when he pushed 
Djokovic to four high-quality sets in the 
Wimbledon finals.

The strong performance at Wimbledon 
came not a moment too soon; many were 
beginning to write off Kyrgios as his rank-
ing sank and a reprise of the form he 
showed when knocking at the doors of the 
top 10 six years ago seemed to be a reced-
ing prospect. Even so, paradoxically—and 
almost everything about the Australian’s 
place in the sport is paradoxical—the 
former world junior No.1’s run at Wimble-
don also seemed preordained. As The New 
York Times contributor Michael Steinber-
ger, author of a revealing Kyrgios profile 
in 2016, told me this week: “I am surprised 
but not surprised. I always thought that he 
would make at least one serious run at a 
major…there would be at least one fort-
night in which his head got out of the way 
and allowed his talent to truly punch 
through. But I didn’t think it would take 
this long.”

The lead paragraphs of that seminal 
New York Times profile offered plenty of 
evidence of why Kyrgios is also the sport’s 
most celebrated under-achiever. It 
depicted him arriving at practice courts in 
Florida with two junior tennis players, 
aged 13 and 14, with whom he had become 
inseparable over their shared addiction 
for Pokémon Go, the popular mobile game, 

Tennis’ bad boy Nick 
Kyrgios is the game’s 
most entertaining 
player—and also its 
most celebrated 
under-achiever

Why we need a docudrama on Nick
PHOTOGRAPHS FROM GETTY IMAGES
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W
hat chicken soup is to millions 
of people in the West, rasam is 
to the people of south India 

(and countries south of India, like Sri 
Lanka). A cure-all, rasam is a quick and 
easy broth to clear colds, soothe sore 
throats, rest growling tummies, settle 
splitting heads, feed 
cranky children, and calm 
crankier adults—but get-
ting the combination of 
spices just right can be a 
challenge. The perfect 
rasam isn’t just about the ingredients, it’s 
also about the vessel you use, writes  
Mala Kumar, who went on a quest for the 
perfect eeya chombbu, or tin vessel. She 
calls it one of the most precious items in 
her kitchen.

In Food >> Cook 

What you need to 
make the best ‘rasam’ 

I
f you are starting out as a runner, 
chances are that pros are giving you 
plenty of advice. Running groups, 

both online and offline, are a great 
resource for any runner, providing both 
support and a sense of community. 
There’s a flip side too—you often receive 
a whole lot of conflicting 
information that could 
leave you confused. Some 
of the advice is on point 
but a lot of it is just myths 
handed down through the 
running generations. Avid runner 
Shrenik Avlani puts quite a few of these 
“truths” to the test to separate fact from 
myth.  And yes, if you cover long distan-
ces, you will eventually lose some toe-
nails. 

In Health >> Fitness 

Five common myths 
about running 

B
ackpacks and fanny packs may 
never lose their following but the 
man purse may finally be having 

its moment. Ranveer Singh’s recent air-
port look included a sporty Gucci Adidas 
sling, while Ranbir Kapoor is known for 
his collection of cross-body bags. A key 
trend that emerged at the 
recently concluded men’s 
fashion weeks in Milan 
and Paris was men carry-
ing everything from 
water-bottle pouches 
crafted in leather to woven oversized 
totes, writes Manish Mishra, while tell-
ing you how to get the look. Cross-body 
leather satchels, harness bags and brief 
boxes styled over shirts, trench coats and 
suits are becoming common. 

In Fashion >> Trends 

How to carry off 
the man purse 

Should you stay in 
touch with an ex? 

T
here is no right answer to this age-
old question. Whether you should 
stay in touch  or not depends on a 

number of factors: the equation you 
share; the kind of relationship you had 
earlier; the terms on which you sepa-
rated; whether you have a partner cur-
rently and if this affects 
them in any way—it’s 
important to communi-
cate with them about this; 
and, most importantly, 
why you want to stay in 
touch. It’s usually the downsides that 
one thinks about but staying in touch 
with your ex comes with some benefits 
too, writes Divya Naik,  speaking to 
experts about navigating this complex 
relationship. 

In Relationships >> It’s Complicated 
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NEW ON SCREENS
A documentary about outspoken singer Sona Mohapatra and a 

slice-of-life Malayalam film are some of the viewing options this week

THE ROAD
The Lebanese film by Rana Salem follows an 
unnamed couple living in Beirut. She has 
quit her job and seems unhappy; he works a 
patch of land and is an audio-visual artist by 
night. They undertake a road trip to the 
mountains: There are flashbacks, memories 
and halts at abandoned houses. There is very 
little dialogue, plenty of ambient sound, and 
frequent cuts to black. It is left to the viewer 
to piece together the story—you get a hang of 
it somewhat only much later in the film, pro-
vided you are still watching. (Netflix)

DEAR FRIEND 
Jannath (Darshana Rajendran), a psychologist, lives with her husband Arjun 
and their friends Vinod, Shyam and Sajith. They do everything together: pitch-
ing their healthcare startup to investors, playing pranks, going out on week-
ends. This sunny slice-of-life story about Malayali millennials finding their way 
in Bengaluru morphs into a tense, slow-burn mystery when one of them goes 
missing, making them rethink what friendship really means. (Netflix)

SHUT UP SONA
Shut Up Sona, a documentary directed 
by Deepti Gupta, shows how Sona 
Mohapatra deals with the challenges of 
being a solo female artist. She calls out 
IIT, Bombay’s college festival, argues 
with members of the Sufi Brotherhood 
after they file an FIR against her, and 
rails against a music industry that is still 
a “boys club”. (Zee5)

EVIL 
Evil, currently in its third season, is essentially episodic—each chapter focuses on a ghost-hunting team investigating what 
seem to be supernatural events—but also has a totally OTT story-arc involving demonic “houses of evil” and a psychopathic 
adversary. Evil is bizarre, often baffling and hilarious—and while it doesn’t take itself too seriously, it can offer sharp com-
mentary on everything from social media influencers to video games and overworked delivery guys. (Voot) 

HONOURING THE 

MUSIC MAKERS

T
he National Centre for the 
Performing Arts is pre-
senting the 13th edition of 

Bandish, its three-day music fes-
tival. To celebrate 75 years of 
independence, the institution is 
honouring some of the country’s 
greatest composers.  The event 
will also showcase some little-
known devotional traditions. On 
16 July, stalwarts like composer-
lyricist Shekhar Sen will be pre-
senting Bhakti Sangeet Ki 
Indradhanushi Yatra. The final 
day will see Shantanu Moitra’s 
tribute to Salil Chowdhury. The 
late composer’s daughter, 
Antara, will share memories of 
the maestro. There will also be 
performances by Shaan, Sad-
hana Sargam and Adriz Ghosh. 
Bandish, Jamshed Bhabha Thea-
tre, NCPA, Mumbai, till 17 July, 
6.30pm.

PLAY YOUR SONG

T
his weekend, combine 
your love for craft beer and 
good music at the Record 

Room, Bengaluru. In a bid to 
transport you back to the good 
ol’ jukebox days, the bar has 
come up with You Pick, We Play!. 
On 17 July, you can dig through 
crates of vinyl, write your 
requests on the blackboard and 
then sit back with a beer or cock-
tail while waiting for your 
song—you can also sing along. 
The collection of 300-plus vinyl 
records has been curated by 
India Record Co. and spans gen-
res such as rock, pop, funk, jazz 
and blues. If coffee is your pre-
ferred music partner, opt for 
artisanal coffees from Blue 
Tokai, Bloom Coffee Roasters 
and others. At the Record Room, 
Bengaluru, 17 July, 3-7pm

—Compiled by Avantika Bhuyan

WEEKEND
TO-DOs

Compiled by Shrabonti Bagchi, Nipa Charagi and Angela Mathew.

In his sparsely furnished home in the Cholamandal Artists’ 
Village,  with huge canvases of red and green suspended 

from the ceiling for the paint to dry, artist V. Viswanadhan 
insisted that I try white tea. This was many years ago, when 
the green tea task force was just gathering strength, talking 
up the many curative properties of antioxidants. “White tea 

is far healthier,” he said, explaining how he sourced this min-
imally processed version from a friend in the Nilgiris. “Not 

many know that yet.” I had never been a tea-drinker but 
finally accepted a cup and was surprised by the absence of 
bitterness. In her column this week, tea expert Aravinda 
Anantharaman makes pretty much the same point about 

white tea, while describing its smooth richness. 
Many of the stories in this issue are about such little-known 

heroes in the world of food. Mushrooms are one of these, until 
recently offered only as an alternative to paneer for vegetari-

ans. Over the last few years, however, the world of mush-
rooms has expanded beyond the little white button variety 
used in curries to all sorts of fungi that can not only be con-
sumed but also turned into vegan leather and eventually, 

health supplements and medication. Entrepreneurs and sci-
entists are working together to discover the potential of 
mushrooms, as our cover story explains. Another often 

ignored source of nutrition is colocasia or taro leaves, which, 
as another story points out, are best picked during the mon-

soon and are used in a variety of regional specialities.
While the focus of our food stories has been the lesser- 

known, our critics revisit performances that have been in the 
limelight for a while, bringing new perspective. Raja Sen 

reviews the Ms. Marvel series in its entirety (most early reviews 
were based on the first two episodes), pointing out its flaws and 
its sharpest moments. Jai Arjun Singh draws parallels between 

Shirley MacLaine’s debut performance in The Trouble With 
Harry and her latest in Only Murders In The Building. The 

Lounge team shares the books, podcasts, music and products 
they have tried and loved in the past week. 

Write to the Lounge editor shalini.umachandran@htlive.com 
@shalinimb

Little-known 
heroes

A NOTE FROM
THE EDITOR

SHALINI UMACHANDRAN

ISTOCKPHOTO
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ment with different varieties. 
I n v e s t m e n t  m a y  r a n g e  f r o m  

₹10,000-15,000 to ₹15-20 lakh for commer-
cial farming, returns could be three times as 
much within a few months.

Today there is growing awareness of the 
therapeutic properties of mushrooms such as 
lion’s mane and Ganoderma lucidum—and 
more cultivators catering to this growing 
market. “Ganoderma contains more than 400 
chemical constituents, including triterpenes, 
polysaccharides, nucleotides, alkaloids, ster-
oids, amino acids, fatty acids and phenols. 
These show medicinal properties such as 

immunomodulatory, anti-hepatitis, anti-tu-
mour, antioxidant, antimicrobial, anti-HIV, 
antimalarial, hypoglycaemic and anti-inflam-
matory properties,” write Arvind Bijalwan 
and Kalpana Bahuguna in an article pub-
lished in the Down To Earth magazine earlier 
this year.

The real growth, then, is in the market for 
nutritional supplements and mushrooms 
used in herbal and medicinal products. The 
appetite for mushrooms—the actual, real 
appetite for what lands on your plate—is still 
limited, with most Indians still wary of con-
suming something they find unfamiliar and 
inconclusively vegetarian or non-vegetarian. 
Still, there is a niche market among urban 
consumers who are sold on its umami, earthy 
taste and versatility, and want to try new vari-
eties. 

“Some people who come to our restaurant, 
mostly vegetarians, are wary of trying out 
mushrooms but we try to convince them—
and I have to say that if they do give it a shot, 
95% of them change their minds,” says John-
son Ebenezer, 42, chef-partner at the Benga-
luru-based restaurant Farmlore. The farm-
to-table restaurant in north Bengaluru gets its 
mushrooms from a small startup called The 

Fungamental Co., which supplies them with 
four-five varieties, including pink oysters, 
lion’s mane, shiitake and king oyster, three 
times a week. 

At the 18-seater Farmlore, the produce dic-
tates the menu, says Ebenezer. Over the past 
few months, they have had at least one mush-
room dish in their 10-course degustation 
menu for both lunch and dinner, such as the 
Fungamental, a savoury dish made with ragi 
sourdough, hazelnut and three varieties of 
mushroom—lion’s mane, king oyster and 
pink oyster. 

“Mushrooms are spectacularly easy to cook 
and they have become an integral part of our 
menus. We use the trimmings in soups and 
reductions, and the rest are simply wood-
fired or stir-fried with just some garlic and 
fresh herbs,” says Ebenezer. “Using mush-
rooms is a great way to introduce umami into 
vegetarian dishes, and we also use mushroom 
embers (slow-burning the mushroom stalks 
and stems) as a bed over which we roast 
lamb.”  

The Fungamental Co. was conceived in 
2017 and launched in 2019. The founding 
team comprises mycologists, microbiologists 
and chemists “but we are, most importantly, 
foodies who are all a little in love with what we 
are growing,” says Joshua Rao, 38, a founding 
member of The Fungamental Co. They grow 
organic, exotic mushrooms to order, includ-
ing varieties like lion’s mane (Hericium erina-
ceus), golden oyster (Pleurotus citrinopilea-
tus), pearl (blue) oyster (Pleurotus ostreatus), 
pink oyster (Pleurotus djamor), King Trumpet 
oyster (Pleurotus eryngii) and Golden Enokit-
ake. “The rise in demand at the moment is a 
confluence of food artistry, ecological con-
sciousness around meat production and basic 
consumer awareness about general health 
and nutritional benefits,” says Rao. 

Earlier this year, Bengaluru-based Nakul 
Kumbharen, 27, and Rahul Menon, 25, both 
formerly from the hospitality industry, 
started a rather unique project: RoomOfS-
hrooms. They lease empty apartments and 
grow mushrooms there, selling what they 
grow—mainly different varieties of oyster 
mushrooms—to local markets. They also 
make ready-to-fruit, DIY mushroom kits. 
“The per capita consumption of mushrooms 
in India is less than 90g per year, while in 
countries like China and the US, Netherlands, 
it’s over 3kg. So there is a huge potential here, 
and also a way to fill nutrition gaps,” says 
Kumbharen.

A VARIETY OF USES
Mushroom’s potential is certainly not invisi-
ble to the international fashion world. A few 
years ago, Adidas Originals launched a shoe 
made using mushroom leather. In May, Brit-

ish designer Stella McCartney, known for ani-
mal-friendly high fashion, launched a collec-
tion of handbags and clothes made from 
vegan, lab-grown Mylo mushroom leather. 
“Mylo is a soft, substantial, sustainable leather 
alternative made from mycelium, the infi-
nitely renewable underground root system of 
mushrooms (and is) remarkably similar to 
animal products, with fewer environmental 
impacts,” notes the designer’s website. 

With sustainability in focus in the fashion 
world, more brands are exploring the possi-
bilities of mushroom leather. Veganologie , 
the first Dubai-based green accessories brand 
that caters to customers globally, including 
India, is one. Its 28-year-old founder, Angana 
Maheshwari, hopes to launch mushroom 
leather-based products by the start of next 
year. 

“It’s getting bigger by the day. I know many 
large brands that are soon going to come out 
with mushroom-leather based fashion items. 
It’s less of a trend and more like a need of the 
hour. It’s more expensive than leather but it’s 
a viable alternative that can be moulded in 
any way you want. I am just surprised that we 
didn’t realise mushrooms’ potential all this 
while,” says Maheshwari.

In Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh, Phool, started by 
Ankit Agarwal and Prateek Kumar to use tem-
ple flower waste to create products like 
incense cones, is now producing mushroom 
leather in a 9,000 sq. ft factory. Combining 
mycelium with bacterial culture and flowers 
of all kinds, they are able to make 2x2ft sized 
sheets in 10-12 days. At the moment, they are 
working with international fashion brands to 
create accessories like bags, wallets and 
clothes. “It’s a mat-like structure that under-
goes vegetable tanning and some other pro-
cesses before becoming fungi leather,” 
explains Nachiket Kuntla, 29, head of 
research and development at Phool. 

One of the reasons mushroom leather has 
remained unexplored, he says, is lack of tech-
nology and interest. “Biotechnology is a 
recent thing here. I mean, India has more 
engineers and doctors, but hardly any people 
in biotechnology. It will take us 10-15 years to 
get to where the West is right now in this 
field.”

Delhi-based mechanical engineer Arpit 
Dhupar agrees. He is the founder of Dharak-
sha Eco Solutions, which manufactures  
100,000-150,000 storage boxes a month 
using mycelium in a 14,000 sq. ft factory in 
Ballabgarh, Haryana. Each box, meant for 
consumer goods, costs ₹10-200, depending 
on size. His vision is to replace thermocol, 
which takes 2,000 years to decompose, with 
mycelium boxes, created in collaboration 
with the Regional Centre for Biotechnology 
in Faridabad. These mycelium boxes turn 
into compost within 60 days. 

“If a mycelium box costs ₹10, a thermocol 
version will be ₹9,” claims Dhupar, 29, who’s 
in the process of getting a patent for his myce-
lium box recipe that includes the mushroom 
root culture, stubble and a few other things. 
“It’s half patent and half trade secret,” he says, 
adding that there’s enough interest in the 
market to make him speed up production. 
 “Mushrooms are the fastest decomposers. 
It makes sense if you are trying to be green. 
It’s a magical being,” says Dhupar. “Do you 
know entire forests are connected via myce-
lium and trees talk to each other through 
them? If a tree is cut, other trees would know 
through the mycelium. We have barely 
scratched the surface in realising the true 
power of mushrooms.”

Shrabonti.b@livemint.com

ANGANA MAHESHWARI, 28
FOUNDER-CEO, VEGANOLOGIE

B
orn in Kolkata and now based in Dubai, 
Angana Maheshwari started Veganologie six 
months ago to sell vegan leather fashion 

accessories, including cross-body bags, wallets, and 
card holders. An alumna of the London School of 
Economics and Political Science, she says mushroom 
leather will soon be all the rage.

P
O

O
JA

 S
IN

G
H

NAMRATA 
GOENKA, 38
FOUNDER, GREEN APRON

N
amrata Goenka, who 
has a masters in bio-
chemistry and a law 

degree, founded Green Apron 
in 2017, growing gourmet 
mushroom varieties like king 
oysters, pink shiitake, pink 
oysters and elm oysters as 
well as mushroom seasonings 
and pickles. Today, she sup-
plies fresh mushrooms to 
many top restaurants in Ben-
galuru as well as to individual 
buyers. 

NAMRATA GOENKA

ically, without using chemical sprays, and in 
temperature- and environment-controlled 
units that are kept free of contaminants. 
“Mushrooms are the cleanest food you can 
eat,” says Goenka.   

Of course, growing mushrooms is not all 
that easy, especially since you are trying to 
replicate natural processes in a small room. In 
the wild, mushrooms grow overnight. Some 
varieties only grow when thunder strikes 
(gucchi or morel); some when a tree bark is hit 
(shiitake). But as innocent as they may seem 
with their archetypal umbrella and cigarette-
like roots, they are anything but powerless. 
Ongoing research shows there are mushroom 
varieties that can fight Alzheimer’s, arthritis, 
even cancer. 

Small wonder then that the global market 
for edible fungi was expected to hit the $69 
billion (around ₹5.5 trillion) mark within the 
next two years, biologist Merlin Sheldrake 
noted in the 2020 book Entangled Life: How 
Fungi Make Our Worlds, Change Our Minds & 
Shape Our Futures.

Another reason for the growing demand 
for mushrooms is the increased interest in 
meat alternatives, says Sharan. Traditionally, 
mushrooms had never been a major part of 
mainstream cuisine, except among foraging 
communities that have always had extensive 
knowledge of edible mushrooms. Now, he 
adds, people are more well-travelled and 
“want to experience food like they did in, say, 
Florence or Kyoto. They are aware of the dif-
ferent kinds and tastes of mushrooms.” 

At present, Shroomery is doing sales of 
2,000-2,500kg of fresh mushrooms every 
month (all varieties combined). About half of 
this sale is of portobellos; among the rest, shi-
itake and king oyster are catching up fast. 
Each box, depending on the variety and 
weight (200-250g), costs ₹250-750. 

“Mushrooms haven’t yet got the recogni-
tion they deserve, especially in India. Do you 
know that after a good rain, the ground below 
us becomes white because of the growth of 
mushrooms? It’s a little crazy that we are, in a 
way, surrounded by mushrooms but they are 
invisible to us,” says Sharan. “Hopefully, not 
for long.” 

A CONNECTED ECOSYSTEM 

National Horticultural Board (NHB) figures 
show the total production of mushrooms in 
the top 10 mushroom-growing states rose 
from 147.99 metric tonnes in 2020 to 177.85 
MT in 2021 and 200.35 MT in 2022—most of 
the growth, of course, has been in button 
mushrooms.

There are many categories of players. 
There is large-scale organised farming in 
states like Bihar (which produces 10% of the 
total mushroom grown in the country; data 
from the NHB says the state produced 
28,000 tonnes in 2021-22). There are micro 
entrepreneurs who grow mushrooms in their 
homes and supply them to local markets and 
to industries that use mushrooms in the pro-

duction of edible products like pickles, 
papads and mushroom powders, as 

well as non-edible products like 
vegan leather, packaging 

products and skincare 
products. 

Then there are the 
gourmet growers—

startups that largely 
supply edible mushrooms 

to individuals and restaurants 
and are identified by their 

branded businesses, their social 
media savvy and willingness to experi-

SUMIT SHARAN, 35
FOUNDER, SHROOMERY

A
fter working in 
organisations like 
Standard Char-

tered bank and Airbnb, 
Sharan, a Duke University 
graduate, wanted to do 
something different. He 
wanted to farm and spot-
ted a gap in the market—
there was a growing 
demand among chefs for 
more than just button 
mushrooms. He started 
Shroomery in 2018 and now 
offers eight varieties of 
mushrooms to restaurants 
and individual buyers across 
the country.

JASHID HAMEED, 30, AND 
PRITHVI KINI, 29
CO-FOUNDERS, NUVEDO

F
ounded in 2021 in Bengaluru, Nuvedo 
grows several varieties of rare and 
exotic mushrooms, makes and retails 

mushroom-growing kits, supplies spores and 
spawn to other growers, conducts mushroom-
growing workshops across India, organises 
foraging walks to increase awareness about 
mushrooms and is focused on growing an 
ecosystem of mushroom lovers in India.

NUVEDO
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 Rahul Jacob

N
ick Kyrgios’ media session 
the day before Wimbledon 
started three weeks ago 
could have been the pilot 
for a show on Netflix. The  

Kyrgios contradictions were on display: 
He likes everyone to know tennis takes 
itself too seriously, while underlining that 
he cannot be bothered to take the sport 
and his prodigious talent seriously. “I 
don’t want to be spending seven, eight 
months on the road any more,” Kyrgios, 
who has described himself as a “part-time 
tennis player”, said. “Rankings and all 
that, it’s not something I chase. I have 
played top 10 players in the world this year 
and made them look pretty ordinary.” 
Although the Australian has built up an 
excellent record against the world’s top 
players over the years, this year he had 
beaten just one until Wimbledon.

In the next breath, the 27-year-old was 
taking himself too seriously, magnifying 
his centrality to the sport while displaying 
the self-doubt that a couple of years ago 
pushed him into depression. “Yeah, it’s 
hard. Not many people have gotten over 
the hump of winning a Slam. I am one of 
the people that has to deal with that every 
week. Like, ‘Oh, he’s probably one of the 
biggest wastes of talent. He should be win-
ning a Slam.’”

But his confidence and charm shone 
through almost simultaneously that day as 
well. He said there was a chance his dou-
bles partner, Thanasi Kokkinakis, and he 
might succeed in convincing the crowd to 
do a Ronaldo-inspired siuuu chant, as they 
had during their win at the Australian 
Open in January, joking that nowhere in 
Britain does one see as much alcohol con-
sumed as at Wimbledon. The Australian, 
who likes wearing black, mused about the 
All England Club departing from its all-

while musing about the importance of 
balancing his tennis training with Poké-
mon. Kyrgios has famously never hired a 
full-time coach. Last week, he said he had 
approached Wimbledon this year with 
more seriousness than usual but had not 
practised more than an hour a day.

Yet it is at Wimbledon over the years 
that  the best and worst of Kyrgios has 
been on display. Now 27, he shot to fame 
as a 19-year-old, defeating Nadal in four 
sets on Centre Court in 2014 to reach the 
quarter-finals. He then lost to the Cana-
dian Milos Raonic after winning the first 
set and being up a break of serve in the 
second. The following year, after losing an 
evenly contested first set against Andy 
Murray, he infuriated the crowd and com-
mentators by appearing to give up. He 

admitted later that he had spent the morn-
ing playing video games.

A few years later, he outdid even that for 
unsuitable preparation. Ahead of a match 
with Nadal in the second round at Wim-
bledon in 2019, Kyrgios spent most of the 
night at a nearby pub, leaving at 4am. 
Nadal had said earlier that the Australian 
lacked respect for his opponent, the 
crowd and his own talent.

This year, Wimbledon saw a more seri-
ous Kyrgios, though the obnoxious one 
was on display as well. Tellingly, he said he 
had concentrated on going to bed early 
and had not allowed himself a beer, which 
from any other player might have seemed 
like stating the obvious in terms of prepa-
ration. In his third-round match with the 
Greek Stefanos Tsitsipas, he set out to bait 
his opponent and succeeded spectacu-
larly. After the Greek fourth-seed hit a ball 
into the crowd in temper, Kyrgios 
launched into a tirade against the umpire 
for not defaulting his opponent. 

Kyrgios began his Wimbledon final on 
Sunday in sparkling form but even such a 
setting did little to douse his desire to 
show he was still just having fun, even if it 
meant losing the point by using his frivo-
lous underarm serve. But as good as Djok-
ovic was in retrieving what would have 
been winners against anyone else, Kyrgios 
almost stole the show, if not the title. His 
serve was as explosive as ever, his volleys 
so delicate they seemed a throwback to 
another era. He changed direction on his 
groundstrokes so abruptly and so fast that 

he might as well have been playing a video 
game. After it was over, Djokovic paid rich 
tribute to Kyrgios as one of the great tal-
ents of the sport. The younger Kyrgios had 
baited Djokovic, calling him a phoney; this 
year, however, he showed maturity and 
courage, defending the Serb amid the 
deportation court hearings in Australia.

The two have since become good 
friends. Djokovic charmingly pronounced 
the relationship “officially a bromance”. 

The question is whether Kyrgios’ lazy, 
on-again, off-again relationship with ten-
nis might at last be turning into a profes-
sional pursuit. This may be wishful think-
ing. Yet, a brighter future for tennis as the 
Big 3 age actually depends on it, for other 
Next Gen players such as Tsitsipas and 
Alexander Zverev are nowhere near as 
popular as Kyrgios or Carlos Alcaraz. Unu-
sually, Kyrgios sounds as if he enjoyed 
committing to the sport after his fairy-tale 
fortnight. “I look back at it and I am just 
like, ‘How am I here? How am I here?’ You 
know, it’s pretty cool,” he said after the 
final. 

For the Australian, being cool has 
always been the ultimate ambition. If 
training seriously and concentrating 
harder mean more “cool” wins, as they did 
at Wimbledon, he—and tennis—could 
have the best of both worlds.

Rahul Jacob was the travel, food and 
drink editor for the Financial Times in 
London and is the author of  Right Of Pas-
sage, a collection of travel essays.

(top, right) Novak Djokovic described 

his relationship with Nick Kyrgios (left 

and above) as “officially a bromance” 

after beating the Australian in last 

week’s Wimbledon finals.

Vangmayi Parakala

vangmayi.parakala@htive.com

T
he last few years have seen a seem-
ingly small, but important, step in 
the discourse on self-determina-

tion and self-expression, at least among 
the online and anglophone population. 
People have begun adding preferred 
pronouns to their social media profiles 
and email signatures—like he/him, she/
her, they/them, ze/zir—conveying gen-
tly but firmly that you cannot assume 
gender or sexuality based on given 
names or physical features.

This openness is reflected among Gen 
Z and millennial peer groups, even in the 
data that Tinder, the dating app, shares. 
The platform has now collaborated with 
the Gaysi Family, the Mumbai-based 
e-zine for queer desis, on Let’s Talk Gen-
der, a microsite with a glossary of gender 
terms such as trans, agender, pangender, 
gender fluid, gender binary and gender 
variant, as well as hijra, kothi and thirun-

ambi. The digital initiative was launched 
at the end of Pride Month in June. 

“A lot of people, especially Gen Z and 
millennial people, are very actively 
exploring and expressing their gender 
through online interactions,   whether on 
social media or on dating apps,” says 
Tejaswi Subramanian, one of the Gaysi 
Family editors involved with the project. 
“That’s where people are meeting, 
whether they are dating them, becoming 
friends, or forming some sort of commu-
nity. These relationships become more 
complex (when) you have to engage with 
a person in a complex way, outside of the 
(heteronormative) binary.”

So a detailed primer that addresses 
nuances in identities was needed. With 
this microsite, gender-queer people 
“don’t have to do the emotional labour” 
of explaining what their identity might 
mean, why and how it ought to be 
respected, and why at all they chose to 
explore their energies outside the gender 
binary, explains Subramanian. 

This is especially important in a sce-
nario where it isn’t easy to go public with 
how people want to be known. It usually 
involves considerable introspection, 
coming to terms with and accepting 
themselves, and letting family, friends 
and other loved ones know they don’t 
subscribe to the usual understanding of 
gender and/or sexuality. Such disclo-

sures also involve dealing with any fallout 
or negative reactions. 

The collaboration with Tinder comes 
from the dating app’s own observations 
about people’s preferences. “Since 2018, 
Tinder’s LGBTQIA member base has 
grown at twice the rate of our overall 
membership, and ‘non-binary’ is the No.1 
choice within the ‘more genders’ option 
(which has over 50 options) on the app,” 
says Aahana Dhar, the country director of 
communications at Tinder. 

The microsite opens with a four-point 
introduction to basic concepts for a non-
binary understanding of gender and sex-
ual identity. This is followed by four 
FAQs answered in a friendly, accessible 
tone, and a hyperlink to the glossary of 
over 50 “different ways of experiencing 
and expressing our gender identity”. 

Some of the questions are the ones 
even the most well-intentioned people 
find difficult to ask: “What does sex look 
like with a transgender person?” Or, “I 
am attracted to a gender-queer person. 
Does that mean I am queer too?” 

Linger a moment on the answers and 
you will understand that your gender or 
sexual identity isn’t a proxy for open con-
versations with the person you are inter-
ested in—and/or with yourself.

Find the full glossary on Letstalkgen-
der.in.

Breaking the binary
A new microsite answers 
those difficult-to-ask 
questions about the 
spectrum of gender 
and sexual identities

Medium Talk More than small talk

Some details from the illustration by Mrinalini Godara at Gaysi Family for ‘Let’s Talk Gender’. COURTESY GAYSI FAMILY

The question is whether 
27-year-old Kyrgios’ lazy, 

on-again, off-again 
relationship with tennis 
might at last be turning 

into a professional pursuit

white clothing traditions and pooh-poo-
hed five-set doubles, another long-stand-
ing tradition, as “the stupidest thing ever”, 
something players didn’t want to play and 
spectators didn’t want to watch.

For better or for worse, a Nick Kyrgios 
biographical docudrama is almost cer-
tainly in tennis’ future. During the Austra-
lian Open in January and Wimbledon this 
month, it has seemed as if the Kyrgios 
show has been live-streaming worldwide, 
provoking dinner-table arguments and 
discussions at bars like little else in tennis 
—apart from Novak Djokovic’s deporta-
tion from Australia in January. Beyond the 
ups and downs of its legendary but ageing 
Big 3—Novak Djokovic, Rafael Nadal and 
Roger Federer—Kyrgios, metaphorically 
and occasionally literally, is always centre 
stage in tennis, even when he loses early. 
Despite falling out of the top 100 in 2022 
owing to his reduced schedule and erratic 
form, and a current ranking of 40 in the 
world, Kyrgios is widely viewed as tennis’ 
most entertaining player, a reputation 
that shone last week when he pushed 
Djokovic to four high-quality sets in the 
Wimbledon finals.

The strong performance at Wimbledon 
came not a moment too soon; many were 
beginning to write off Kyrgios as his rank-
ing sank and a reprise of the form he 
showed when knocking at the doors of the 
top 10 six years ago seemed to be a reced-
ing prospect. Even so, paradoxically—and 
almost everything about the Australian’s 
place in the sport is paradoxical—the 
former world junior No.1’s run at Wimble-
don also seemed preordained. As The New 
York Times contributor Michael Steinber-
ger, author of a revealing Kyrgios profile 
in 2016, told me this week: “I am surprised 
but not surprised. I always thought that he 
would make at least one serious run at a 
major…there would be at least one fort-
night in which his head got out of the way 
and allowed his talent to truly punch 
through. But I didn’t think it would take 
this long.”

The lead paragraphs of that seminal 
New York Times profile offered plenty of 
evidence of why Kyrgios is also the sport’s 
most celebrated under-achiever. It 
depicted him arriving at practice courts in 
Florida with two junior tennis players, 
aged 13 and 14, with whom he had become 
inseparable over their shared addiction 
for Pokémon Go, the popular mobile game, 

Tennis’ bad boy Nick 
Kyrgios is the game’s 
most entertaining 
player—and also its 
most celebrated 
under-achiever

Why we need a docudrama on Nick
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