
Discussion Questions for Madhur Jaffrey’s Climbing the Mango Trees: A 
Memoir of a Childhood in India and Daniyal Mueenuddin’s Sameer and the 
Samosas (from the New Yorker Dec 3, 2012)

1) Madhur Jaffrey was born in 1933. She has acted in many movies, including Six Degrees of Separation  
(1993) and Shakespeare Wallah (1965), has written more than 28 cookbooks and is generally credited 
with introducing the western world to Indian cooking. Do you have a favorite book, movie, or TV show 
of hers?  If so, please tell us about it. What about a favorite recipe? 

2) Daniyal Mueenuddin was born in 1963. In addition to running his family’s farm in Pakistan, he has 
worked for Human Rights Watch and as a corporate lawyer. He has received multiple awards for his 
2009 collection of short stories, In Other Rooms, Other Wonders.  Have you read any of his other 
stories? 

3) How would you compare Mueenuddin’s and Jaffrey’s writing styles? How would you compare their 
descriptions and critiques of India and Pakistan?

4) There are many photos included throughout Jaffrey’s memoir and one with Mueenuddin’s story. How 
did their presence add to or detract from your reading?  Were particular photos more noteworthy than 
others to you? What if there were more photos of Mueenuddin’s Pakistani friends, employees and 
neighbors included with his story?

5) Similarly, how did the recipes in the back of Jaffrey’s book affect your reading? Have you tried any of 
them? Do you wish Mueenuddin had included a recipe for samosas?

6) The two authors both experienced a multicultural childhood, which enabled them each to share an 
insider’s view of life on the Indian subcontinent in a way that resonates with western readers. How did 
their writing change your feelings about and knowledge of British India, the sovereign states of India 
and Pakistan, Hinduism, Christianity and Islam? What else did you learn?

7) Both Jaffrey and Mueenuddin write of loneliness, frustration, happiness and delight in their native 
lands. They also write about native foods. What connections do these authors make between food, 
emotions and home? How does this affect your interpretation of their book or story? 

8) In Chapter 5, the simple lunches Jaffrey shares with her family’s mali (gardener) make a memorable 
impression on her that will last throughout her life:

! ...nothing tasted more heavenly than that simple combination: grainy whole-wheat roti, raw 
   ! onion, and green chili. Years later, as I traveled the world, I would  compare this to the pasta 
! with olive oil, garlic, and red chili I had in Italy, or the plain rice with chili sambal I had in an 
! Indonesian village...the wonder of very basic national  starches enhanced only with the 
! most basic of local seasonings (Jaffrey, 47).Can you think of any other basic national starches?    
    Do you have strong relationships with any of these (or similar) foods? Does Jaffrey’s writing on this   
    subject give you clarity on how such simple foods can be so powerful?

9) After reading Jaffrey’s memoir, how would you compare the snacks and treats of her childhood with 
those of your own childhood (or your children’s, or parents’ or grandparents’)? 

10) Do you remember the first time you tasted food from the Indian subcontinent? Are there specific 
flavors that stick out in your mind? Please share your experience.
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