
The beska-kenil chutney 

 

In many of the Durwa and Koitoor tracts of Bastar and Malkangiri districts in eastern 

central India the people are extremely fond of a species of red-ant (kenil) of the genus 

Cremattogaster.  

 

These are ants that make small nests in the leaves of trees, especially sal
1
 trees, have eggs 

and larvae that are fatty, and are available through the year. The ants are found in most 

parts of tropical Asia are high in ascorbic acid and therefore have a sour and pungent 

taste. They are recommended for common colds or a general run-down feeling. Also, 

getting a nest of ants is painful as one gets a few bites before one is through with the job 

and climbs down the tree. 

 

   
 

Many greens and vegetables – jackfruit, pumpkin, drumstick, various Amaranthus - are 

cooked lightly and then a gravy made with a red-ant and rice paste. The gravy is usually 

spiced with red chilies and tamarind and it is the kenil that gives the additional unique 

flavour. Such a side dish to rice is known as nuka-raba in Durwa and as amat-sag in most 

parts of Bastar.   

 

Beska refers to the plant as well as the root of Costus 

speciosus, a herb of the ginger family that appears after the 

first showers of the monsoon in many parts of tropical Asia. 

The leaves are spirally arranged on the stem and the white 

flowers with a bright red calyx are quite characteristic. The 

ginger-like rhizomes are slightly stringy and less strong 

than ginger – which is why it is possible to eat it raw in 

large quantities – and a popular ingredient to many types of 

chutney. A common preparation is the beska-kenil chutney, 

an excellent accompaniment to rice-beer and an efficient 

counter to hangovers, requires: 

 

 (To serve 10) 

 

• One medium sized nest full of kenil 

• Approximately 200 gms of beska (root) 

                                                
1
 Shorea robusta 



• 3-4 red chilies 

• Small ball of tamarind pulp 

• Onion and tomato if preferred 

• Two spoons of salt 

 

Clean the ants, removing the larger mature ants and the minor debris common to most 

nests. Shake well in a basket while doing this as the larger ants move away from the eggs 

and larvae on their own. Wash and skin the beska, then cut into small pieces. Cut chilies, 

onion and tomato to size and add to washed tamarind pulp. Mix all the ingredients and 

pound lightly together. The end result should NOT be a paste but allow each ingredient to 

be individually visible. Serve in leaf-cups!  


