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For my very own Mamma,
with love and thanks
forever.













Introduction
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The recipe is a highly-charged autobiographical form.


Nigella Lawson, Woman’s Hour on Radio 4, October 2015


Not irresistible tastiness but the very failure of food to reward is what drives us to eat more of it. The most sumptuous experience of ingestion is in-between: remembering the last bite and looking forward to the next one.


Lionel Shriver, Big Brother


First we eat. Then we do everything else.


M.F.K. Fisher


On my thirtieth birthday, my mum handed me a blue tin box. Lifting the lid, I found inside a stack of indexing cards covered with Mum’s scrawl. The top one read ‘Mina’s Recipe Heritage Box’: here was a collection of recipes, all stalwarts from my childhood, each handwritten on its own card – the ingredients and method on one side and, on the other, the story of how that dish had come into my life.


Some had been passed down from previous generations, others Mum had discovered or created herself. But they all had family in common. The recipes were a shared set of culinary foundations, an edible home-turf, almost gene-like in the way



they connected us. She’d included Pegasus eggs, the stuffed eggs with anchovies that she’d had as a kid and then served at my eighth birthday party, renaming them after the winged horse of Greek folklore (because everything needed to have an equestrian slant when I was eight). Also masoor dahl, which dated back to her discovery of Madhur Jaffrey when she was pregnant with me, and plum and almond shuttle – the tart fruit encased with frangipane inside puff pastry – a recipe from a book by Steven Wheeler, who Mum had interviewed in the eighties while she worked as a reporter for the Islington Gazette. It’s easy, very good, and at the time it was fairly unusual (I still don’t really know what a ‘shuttle’ is) – three things that qualified it for Mum’s culinary canon.


Recipes are more than instructions for making a particular dish. They are part of our biographies, living stories, solid, fixed facets of our past, and adaptable, always developing, features of the present and future. Like people, they change. Some of the meals I grew up with are like characters to me, old friends that have taken on lives of their own and evolved over time. I’m much more interested in a recipe when I understand where it has come from and the story behind it. As an editor, it is wonderful to see a renewed interest in home cooking, which in turn generates great appetite for recipes. But publishing them without a delicious preamble that explains their significance to the contributor – their inspiration, how they might have been altered, any memories attached to them, and so on – often leaves me a bit cold. How many salads or curries or trifles can you edit before they start to blur into one? What I do know is that when stories accompany recipes, they stand out; stories make me want (or not want, as the case may be) to cook them; stories mean a recipe and its creator are more easily archived in my



mind, ready to pull out and make again when I see fit. Simply, if my imagination is inspired by what has been written about a dish, I will be more inclined to bring that dish to life.


This was really the spirit in which we launched our residency column in the Guardian Cook, the supplement I co-edit, back in 2014. We wanted to give emerging cooks a temporary platform to share their stories, with three pages to fill with an article, two or three recipes and tips, every week for a month. More often than not, these pieces revolve around family, and are always inspired by memories. There’s Olia Hercules, Ukrainian chef and author of Mamushka, who each week took a different one of her four grandparents’ eastern European nationalities and wrote of how each shaped her cooking. And Rosie Birkett, whose first column happened to go live on the tenth anniversary of her father’s death. She marked the day by including a recipe for home-made salad cream in homage to his insatiable penchant for it flung all over a pile of lettuce and peas he’d grown in his garden. Meera Sodha – whose Gujarati grandparents came to Lincolnshire in the UK via Uganda – negotiated these three influences and produced platefuls that delighted and surprised, like Lincolnshire sausage curry. In every case, the recipes would have meant little had their heritage, or the story of their inception, not been explained.


‘We stir readers when we add food because we remind them of their places at the complicated buffet of self, family, culture. Our recipes are histories of who we are, transmitting the tastes of the past through precept and example, even as they suggest how we can sometimes revise our lives by adjusting the menu’, says Sandra M. Gilbert in The Culinary Imagination. Gilbert’s book is a scholarly work on food and cultural identity, but I think its title alone harmonises with what I’m getting at: that cooking



and eating are as much an imaginative act as they are physical and functional. Lionel Shriver’s quote at the beginning of this introduction (‘The most sumptuous experience of ingestion is in-between . . .’) nods to the same thing: that the anticipation of food is a more delightful experience than its acquisition, or that the idea of food when hungry trumps that same hunger being sated. The stories behind recipes are crucial to how good they taste. Fantasising about food, or food imagined, or all the invisible and intangible stuff that comes alongside a dish that you’re really craving is, I think, key to why you crave it so much.


In ‘Hunger Games’, an article she wrote for the Guardian in early 2016, food writer Bee Wilson said: ‘Our tastes follow us around like a comforting shadow. They seem to tell us who we are.’ Though not impossible to change, Wilson explains how children learn their tastes, habits, even idiosyncrasies surrounding food in early infancy; a person’s identity around food, in other words, is established at a very young age. Our food habits when we are two, she says, are a pretty accurate gauge of how we will eat when we are twenty. And it is because these habits are emotionally loaded – it’s comforting to gorge on sweets, or disappointing if you don’t clean your plate, or naughty to play with food, and so on – that they become harder to shift in adulthood: ‘We make frequent attempts – more or less halfhearted – to change what we eat, but almost no effort to change how we feel about food . . . .’


So food isn’t just food. It’s emotional, it’s imaginative and it identifies us. And I am far from being alone in finding this interesting. There are now magazines, podcasts and even a Netflix series dedicated to the human stories behind what we eat. Where in mainstream newspaper publishing, the Cook residency is unusual in the space it affords cooks to write about



their recipes, the online world indulges a growing demand for food narratives and confessionals. Take the Lucky Peach magazine, which in 2015 launched a ‘Mom Month’, showcasing interviews with working (chef) mothers including Alex Raij and Margot Henderson, features about mother-child cooking (most notably Alice Waters and her daughter Fanny Singer on her favourite homecoming dish – an egg cooked in a spoon over a fire), and a piece by the magazine’s chef creator, David Chang, on his two grandmothers, whose respective cookery skills sat at opposite ends of the talent spectrum.


The rising popularity of informal restaurants suggests that the gap between home cooking and fine dining might be closing. Informality is no longer a symptom of the ‘cheap eatery’, but an aspirational feature of the high-end restaurant. Customers can share a table with strangers, their food served on communal platters, perhaps on mismatched crockery, while garnishes, menus in French, sommeliers talking in what seems like code suddenly seem out of fashion. I think people feel further removed from good, home-cooked food; their regular workhorse, weeknight meals aren’t the hearty platefuls their mum might have prepared, but more likely something picked up from a supermarket convenience-food aisle on the way home. Having comforting, nutritious food cooked from scratch, then, is more of a novelty that it once was; we can’t take ‘mamma’s cooking’ for granted.


There is a particularly striking example of this in London – a food business-meets-social enterprise called Mazi Mas. Set up by Greek-American postgraduate Niki Kopcke, Mazi Mas – which in Greek means ‘together’ – sets out to put migrant and refugee women into work in a UK kitchen. This comes in the form of a ‘roaming restaurant’, which has just found itself permanent premises in Hackney, east London. Each night, the culinary



theme reflects the woman heading up the kitchen – Roberta from Brazil, maybe, Azeb from Ethiopia, or Zohreh from Iran – not only introducing British palates to the home-cooked food of their home country but, importantly, demonstrating that restaurant food needn’t be the work of trained chefs. Plates of moqueca de peixe (Brazilian coconut fish stew), gheymeh bademjan (yellow split pea stew with saffron and aubergine from Iran) and spreads of Ethiopian wat stews and injera pancakes emerge from the kitchen and offer diners an insight not just into those cuisines, but into homes too.


Another social enterprise, also in London, has set out to use the universal medium of food as a conduit to group therapy. Natale Rudland Wood’s ‘Recipes for Life’ methodology was inspired by a period working in a juvenile detention centre, and the ‘very different sorts of conversation [that] seemed to be possible in the kitchen . . . as recipes unfolded so did people’s stories’. Food memories acted as a talking point through which to access the patients’ emotional worlds, and the familiar vocabulary of cooking, used allegorically, provided a framework for healing. The group talked about ingredients (for example, ‘hope’, ‘perseverance’, ‘irrational optimism’, maybe even ‘prayer’); sourcing, to locate those ingredients (‘family history’, ‘spiritual beliefs’, ‘folk culture’); recipe method (‘combine honesty and patience, include a dash of desperation’), and serving suggestions (‘family support’, ‘grandmother’s presence’). The group then presented their recipes for life with one another, over an actual meal. Here food provided the opportunity to talk both physically, over the dining table, and metaphorically as well. It is on the subject of technique that I found Wood’s idea most poignant; she said, ‘sometimes techniques are the result of a mistake . . . in life very important knowledge comes from our



mishaps . . . this is true in the world of cooking too’. More of this in the ‘Improvisation’ chapter.


Whether its associations for you are positive or not, food is endowed with personal and cultural meaning for everyone, and what we eat is often inextricably plaited into our emotional state, hence ideas around ‘comfort eating’ to self-soothe (even if that eating eventually makes our stomachs feel quite uncomfortable). It is usually via parents that we experience nourishment for the first time. They introduce us to food, teach us about how to eat it, when to eat it, how to interact with it . . . And, more often than not, it is our mothers – the original nurturers, if we are lucky to have ours in our lives – who are responsible for making those early food memories and for establishing our tastes. So, the story starts at home. Yes, we grow up and become independent eaters with the agency to choose what food we will and won’t eat, but those early meals – the ones you had time and again, the ones that smell and taste like home – remain with you forever.


If they have good associations for you, they’ll still be there waiting for you to fall back on them.


In my case, they’re in a blue tin box.


* * *


Mamma is the title of this book in homage to where everyone’s food story starts: the mother. But Mamma is also a reference to home cooking, to ‘mamma’s cooking’, the food that this book champions. It is perhaps an unusual format for a food book – neither a straightforward recipe collection nor a piece of food writing in the conventional sense, but, rather, an assemblage of interviews, anecdotes, recipes and notes, all of which reflect on this idea that the food we eat (and cook) is integral to who we



are. It is an exploration of food as a clue to identity – a process that begins in infancy, possibly even in the womb.


I believe this to be a universal truth. Every time the theme of this book comes up in conversation, people eagerly share with me their own food memories and talk about dishes their mum made them. People love to convert other people’s perceptions of a dish they grew up with – a lasagne, perhaps – from being just another lasagne to a lasagne with profound and ineffable meaning. We all know the stereotypical Italian who says their nonna makes the best ragu/meatballs/risotto/whatever, and this is my case in point. As US food writer Bill Buford wrote in The New York Times, ‘One of the great charismas of food is that it’s about cultures and grandmothers and death and art and self-expression and family and society – and at the same time, it’s just dinner.’ Food is (or should be) mundane – we all need it, we all eat it – and yet, when the casserole is made by your mum, or when the cake reminds you of an absent friend, or when the lettuce was grown nearby, or when you’ve visited the bakery where the bread was made, it becomes personal, and that endows it with a kind of magic.


Here I have profiled eight figureheads in the food industry, each with a unique attitude to food. Though they don’t all necessarily chime – Claudia Roden is a stickler for tradition, for example, while Yotam Ottolenghi believes a cook should feel empowered to toy with conventions – they all agree that childhood is a vital and formative time for establishing our eating habits. With these interviews, I wanted to bring those individuals to life, show something of them, their lives, their histories, their beliefs and how they eat by painting a written portrait of the time I spent talking to them. We start with their childhoods, usually with a focus on their mothers – as Jamie



Oliver said to me, ‘it all starts with the boob’ – and look at how food has shaped their lives. Stanley Tucci tells of what cooking has taught him about creativity. Never having learned to cook as a girl, Anna Del Conte only started out of necessity when she got married and moved from Italy to England (‘a sad story in the 1950s, when it came to food’). Alice Waters’ mission is to get children gardening and to give them a holistic understanding of where food comes from, which will lead to a better diet by proxy. Jamie Oliver’s campaign is to address childhood obesity with measures such as a sugar tax; and psychotherapist Susie Orbach is less worried about what people are eating and more concerned about why they developed ‘anguished’ eating habits in the first place. These are just a few examples of the themes that crop up herein.


In addition to these eight profiles are eight chapters, each with a theme that pertains to food and what it says about our identity: such as nature, tradition, improvisation, women, balance, togetherness, obsession and meat-eating. I’ve had fun writing these; they’ve been an opportunity to tell some of my own food stories, which, I hope, raise some universal and relatable truths.


Then there are the ingredient sections – eight in total – that cover all the fundamental tenets of my home cookery: eggs, seasoning, potatoes, pasta, yoghurt, vegetables, pulses, and spices and herbs. These are the ingredients that I grew up with and which form what Jamie Oliver described as the regular ‘palette’ of my kitchen, the workhorses of my fridge and cupboards. All are affordable, and all – with the exception of the vegetables – are perennially available, with a view to giving you recipes you could, like me, make all year round.


More than this, though, I’ve chosen to write about ingredients that I believe have made an indelible mark on me. Eggs were



the beginning – my early meals – and, well, everything starts with an egg, doesn’t it? (Don’t tell the chicken.) By attuning me to ideas around balance and my own palate, seasoning made me more self-aware. Over potatoes I have forged relationships and made lasting friends. Pasta made me want to learn how to cook, and has kept me cooking. Yoghurt has tempered both my recipes and my childish rages. Vegetables made me discerning. Pulses made me tick along, forming the backbone of my diet, an essential, thrifty, comforting source of protein. Herbs and spices make me experiment, daring myself to try making things a little differently, each and every time. (And leftovers made me resourceful.) This is almost my family tree of ingredients: they have made me who I am today. You will have your own equivalents.


Following these notes are recipes that put the ingredient in question to work. It has been said that mothers rotate nine recipes to feed their families so how, you might ask, is it possible for me to have so many more go-tos in my collection? The simple answer is that everything I make is a variation on a few themes – the different yoghurt dips are a good example – all riffs on a similar idea with a few basic flavours changed here and there. Lots of my recipes were born by accident, created out of leftovers from a previous dish. Home cooks are masters of reinvention, one meal seamlessly running into another: the vegetable boiling water becomes a kind of stock, the oil from the braised vegetables forms the basis for a pasta sauce, the leftover pasta makes a tortilla. In essence, there are straightforward ways of adding variety to home-cooked food without changing the basic things that you buy.


Some of the recipes here are dishes I grew up with, real home staples of my childhood that now live on in my adult life, some



I have invented, and some I have learned from others, built on myself, and adopted into my own canon of things I like to cook regularly . . . This is a book as much about how food becomes a part of our lives – the roles and guises it assumes – as it is about the direct relationship between parenting and food. So all of the recipes have a story, and all are things that I regularly throw together, ranging from the prosaic to the altogether odd.


For the most part, though, my recipes aren’t wacky. In fact, they’re often quite bland. Blandness comforts. People are often surprised by the plainness of the things I favour eating: pasta pomodoro, a baked potato, wilted spinach with lemon juice, dahl and rice, braised lentils and kedgeree. Wholesome and very often rooted in my past, this is the food I come back to, time and again. Most of the time, I crave ordinary goodness in what I eat at home. (This was certainly the case when I returned to my mum’s house while writing this, heavy with flu. The first food I had eaten in two days was a Quorn lasagne, which I think most chefs would have called under-salted if they’d got so far as trying it . . . I realise the word ‘Quorn’ can be a barrier to entry! In any case, it hit the spot, in fact it was the only thing I wanted.) Contrary to what the publishers of restaurant cookbooks might think, I don’t think most people want to eat like they’re in a restaurant at home.


The majority of my recipes haven’t been written down before now. It’ll become clear in the ‘Improvisation’ chapter that I don’t follow recipes very often at home, unless I’m doing something technical like baking, playing with oil and fat (i.e. deep-frying), or trying to recreate something very particular (Moro’s chicken fattee – I’m thinking of you). With food, I prefer guidelines to rules. One of the reasons I’ve always been reticent about writing recipes down is that I prefer to cook



intuitively and never make something the same way twice. The specificity of recipes, the pressure to follow them to the letter, can stunt creativity. So make the recipes in this book your own, treat them as ideas, starting points, rough formulae – the quantities of ingredients or any additions/exclusions are your call. So many of the recipes in these pages hardly qualify as such; where I give you a description rather than a list of ingredients and a method, I hope you feel unpatronised rather than short-changed. This passing down – inheritance, if you like – is entirely natural, and it is how food evolves. For this reason, I don’t believe in culinary plagiarism; derivation is inevitable in cooking – we pick things up along the way, absorbing them into ourselves so that their genes change yet live on. Like the people that make them, all recipes have a genealogy.


These days it’s very easy to romanticise food. Those working in food media, as I do, are particularly susceptible to a blinkered outlook on the modern foodscape. Judging by my email inbox, it’s all artisan produce, natural wine bars and pop-up restaurants, with much less heed paid to the rising demand for food banks, or to animal welfare standards in the meat industry. A recent article on www.firstwefeast.com points to some of the shortfalls in the food media, one of which is this overt over-emphasis on positive reporting; it seems we are poor at covering the less palatable side of this industry, preferring to leave that to politics and opinion channels. The other day I was talking to a colleague about a rather lacklustre piece that a particular contributor had filed. It was full of rich imagery from their childhood feasts, with dazzling descriptions of dishes and family rituals. Yet still it bored us. ‘It’s nostalgia’, said my colleague, ‘there’s just too much food nostalgia out there.’ I nodded in agreement, quietly anxious that this book might



contribute to that tidal wave of food nostalgia. Yes, my own food memories – some sublime, some ridiculous – play a role in these pages, but rather than rose-tinting my life in victuals, I hope to have shown honestly how food has shaped me and the subjects I have interviewed, much as it will have done you too.


When we met, Susie Orbach said something that really struck me. She talked about the importance of parents cooking with their kids ‘to make food very ordinary as well as extraordinary’. Food is both normal and awesome, and it is perhaps on accepting this duality that we can have a healthy relationship not just with food itself, but with ourselves as well.













Negotiating tradition
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Tradition is important to me because I saw how much it mattered to all the stateless Egyptian Jews who, like my family, found themselves in London . . . it made them feel they belonged to something bigger.


Claudia Roden, interviewed in London, July 2015


Without tradition, art is a flock of sheep without a shepherd. Without innovation, it is a corpse.


Winston Churchill


Granny’s vinaigrette went something like this: four tablespoons of olive oil, three tablespoons of wine vinegar, a loaded teaspoon of Colman’s mustard powder, two crushed garlic cloves, salt and pepper. Together, we would ritually measure these components out, then shake them up in a jam jar before slapping the thick liquid over bright green lettuce sitting expectantly in the wooden bowl.


After we’d eaten the salad, with whatever else was on that evening’s menu, the acid sting of raw garlic and rough vinegar would sit in my stomach and repeat . . . and repeat. Still, I insisted that my grandmother’s was the only vinaigrette that



would do. I remember giving my mum a hard time for putting balsamic, or lemon, or a little sugar into her salad dressings, seeing any deviance from the way Granny did it as an act of heresy. Her way was gospel. It’s taken me until now to admit that – with the benefit of hindsight, and having made many salad dressings in my time – I’ve had better.


With food, tradition is an evangelical presence, guiding everything from its creation to how we congregate around it; from ingredients and techniques right through to when we eat and how, what and who we do it with. This is obviously true from a cultural perspective. Food is integral to how people live together and how communities evolve. As the Claudia Roden quote earlier suggests, food evokes in us a sense of belonging to something – to a place, or to a group of people. It identifies.


It struck me that the same can be said of our attachments to ‘family cuisine’. If part of food’s magic is Proustian – about memory – then it’s hardly surprising that we become attached to the way it was originally made for us, how it first tasted. Food vividly recalls the intangible past, channelling the person who made it, those we ate it with, and wherever we were as we did so. Family traditions can be as strong, sometimes stronger, than broader cultural ones.


I have spent a lot of time thinking about this question of tradition with regard to food. My first book, The Edible Atlas, set out to break down a set of culinary traditions into simple, digestible building blocks, helping people to acquaint themselves with said cuisine at home. It was no mean feat, for three reasons:


1. Culinary traditions are vast. The whole undertaking was almost unfathomably huge. A bonkers undertaking, perhaps.




2. Covering a ‘cuisine’ loosely sums up the general ‘rules’ of a national or cultural cuisine, but it doesn’t take into account the idea of family cuisine, which I touch on earlier.


3. Cuisines change all the time. As people move around, particularly with the march of globalisation, the whole world becomes a melting pot of ingredients, cultures and families that cross-pollinate. Writing a book like The Edible Atlas could only ever be a generalised snapshot of the moment it was written in time.


For these reasons, tradition in cooking can be problematic for the enthusiastic cook. It can cause an identity crisis. How do we negotiate the rules that we grew up with? How do we honour those culinary roots without compromising on creativity? How do we become ‘our own cook’ in the shadow of the parental ones from whence we came, and to whom we have become attached?


After my granny died in 2004, I tried making her salad dressing for a while, but it was never the same without that deep, dark wooden bowl, without the verdant Norfolk lettuce awaiting the ochre slop, without her there to swipe every last drop out of the jam jar, and to sit opposite me as I ate it, chewing in her one-sided way (she’d had a brain tumour in middle-age that had left half her face paralysed). In the end, I stopped making it. I went to university, never had powdered mustard in the house, and developed a mild intolerance to raw garlic (disaster). It was liberating to start using lemon juice, some honey, wholegrain mustard; to accept that adhering to Granny’s recipe wasn’t going to bring her back. To borrow Woody Allen’s words, ‘tradition is the illusion of permanence’, and my religious devotion to her mediocre vinaigrette wasn’t



going to keep her alive. She was gone, but I still had salad to eat and enjoy.


Nonetheless, you can keep someone’s memory alive, and I’d argue that food is one of the better mediums for this. Like any food worth making, it just has to taste good. There are plenty of Granny’s recipes that I do still make, many are peppered throughout this book. Through them, I acknowledge her influence on my cooking, sometimes changing a thing here or there to make them my own. There is huge satisfaction in thinking that I will one day feed my own children meals that my dad, and then my brother and I, were brought up on, knowing that Granny remains the source.


* * *


Arguably, it’s impossible to create anything wholly new. Some of the best things are derivative because they are informed, honed versions of something similar but different that came before. Maybe I wouldn’t have written this book without other writers who inspired me – Laurie Colwin, Nigella Lawson, Joan Didion. The same could be said of most things ever created – plagiarism it is not, evolution it is. This includes cooking. Jane Grigson acknowledges this in English Food:





No cookery belongs exclusively to its country, or its region. Cooks borrow – and always have borrowed – and adapt through the centuries . . . What each individual country does do is to give all the elements, borrowed or otherwise, something of a national character.







Our cooking should be influenced by tradition, but not be beholden to it. Though his cooking is light years apart from my own, the Italian chef Massimo Bottura is insightful on this matter. The menu at his restaurant in Modena, Italy – Osteria Francescana – pays homage to classical Italian dishes and to his upbringing in food, deconstructing the likes of mortadella sandwiches (what peanut butter and jelly is to American kids, this is to the Romagnan child) and reshaping them. The edible result is an act of love and subversion. Arguably, this is more of an intellectual exercise than an everyday eating experience – his book, Never Trust a Skinny Italian Chef, includes no recipes for his dishes, but a short essay about each (think mortadella mousse with a toasted square of Modenese flatbread laced with lard). Nevertheless, Bottura’s emphasis is on – to borrow the zeitgeist’s favourite buzzword – mindfulness, when using tradition: ‘It is hard to stay one step ahead of nostalgia, but it is important to find that critical distance, to keep moving forward, even when you are looking back.’ The point, as I see it, is that the better informed you are about tradition – whether cultural or familial – the better the results if you tamper with it. Perhaps tradition needs to be understood before it is played with? This would help avoid traditions being forgotten and dying.


Clearly, this is a question of balance. Let Jane Grigson give you the nod to borrow from your forebears, and take inspiration from Winston Churchill (quoted earlier) by keeping the guiding light of tradition in balance with your own creativity. By building on what has come before, we are keeping it alive, and cuisine remains a living thing. And, still missing my grandmother and feeling dreadfully guilty for calling her salad dressing mediocre, that comes as a great comfort.




An aside on my Britishness


The modern British cook could be forgiven for feeling rootless. We are, of course, not, for what are roast beef and Yorkshire puddings, Lancashire hotpot and fish and chips if not edible roots? And that’s before even mentioning our plethora of puddings, cakes and teatime fancies. But rootless we feel, distanced from and ignorant to a rich and varied culinary history, which in only a century has dulled in our collective awareness.


The likes of Jane Grigson’s English Food are too monochrome and picture-free to hold much appeal outside of a small readership of food enthusiasts. On a brighter note, Fergus Henderson’s Nose to Tail Eating was recently1 voted the best cookbook of all time in 1000 Cookbooks (as voted by food writers and chefs). True to Claudia Roden’s point that only innovation is fashionable, digging to the root of any traditional cuisine doesn’t hold much mass market appeal in these days of pasta made from courgette and stock rebranded into ‘bone broth’. Tradition is a pursuit left to the nerdy.


As a Brit, I’ve sometimes felt a bit sad that we don’t take greater pride in a regional product or dish, like you find in just about any Mediterranean township. I’ve had to teach myself to make the British classics, just as I’ve taught myself to cook anything else. How I envy the French for growing up knowing intuitively what wine to drink with which dish, and the Genovese for the pesto that virtually seeps from their pores at birth, and the Puglians’ deftness at making orecchiette (you get the idea . . .). It is disappointing that British culinary traditions have been derailed.




That said, I do think there is something to be gained for a cook who has grown up outside of a strong, healthy culinary tradition. A certain freedom, perhaps, from the shackles of this is how it must be done. If I want to shove a lime instead of a lemon inside my roast chicken, I will. Likewise if I feel it’s better (and more inclusive) to roast potatoes with good olive oil rather than duck fat – which I always do.




1In October 2015.











Claudia Roden


Claudia Roden is wringing her hands. ‘There’s a Turkish-Jewish dish that’s a bit like spanakopita, but with milk – it’s called boghatcha – a filo pie with three cheeses, that’s then drowned in the milk. It’s fantastic. I could do it with pumpkin, lots of herbs, preserved lemon . . . but would that make it any better?’


Claudia’s editor has asked her to enter new territory. She may have dedicated her career to unfurling the home cooking of different Mediterranean cuisines, but this is uncharted land of a different sort. She has been asked to write a book, which, rather than pursuing the traditional food of a region (with authentic recipes), puts new spin on those she has already written about – with a particular emphasis on ease and simplicity.


But Claudia doesn’t like cutting corners. She strikes me as walking precision. She speaks slowly, with meticulous enunciation, a hint, perhaps, at her almost religious approach to doing things properly. ‘Deconstructing old dishes is popular among young chefs now . . . but I don’t know why you’d deconstruct an old dish if it’s already good. You don’t go on cooking something, generation after generation, if it isn’t good. That’s why I feel tradition is valuable.’


I’ll admit, the layers of filo pastry, pumpkin, preserved lemon and so forth all drowned in milk had sounded pretty tempting,



and I was rooting for Claudia to get cracking on the recipe, but she had a point. Why deviate from a traditional recipe if it already tastes delicious?


In 1956, Egypt’s Jews were given two weeks to leave the country and Claudia’s parents came from Cairo to join her in London, where she was an art student at the time. For her (delighted, I’m sure) peers at St Martin’s, Claudia would sometimes prepare the staple meals with which she’d grown up – hummus, kibbeh (lamb meatballs) – but it was only when her parents arrived, and they experienced sudden, collective statelessness, that she began to cook in a big way. For refugees, she says, food is integral to surviving both physically and emotionally – a touchstone of home.


Her parents always hosted Friday night Shabbat dinner in Golders Green and her mother, never much of a cook before, would make Jewish family comfort food of the sort that had seldom left Egyptian home kitchens – things like chicken sofrito, where the bird is cooked with garlic, lemon, cardamom, turmeric and chickpeas. In this fragile climate, food offered tangible comfort. People would come over for dinner and leave saying, ‘I might never see you again, please give me the recipe for your chicken sofrito [or whatever dish it was].’


‘I never once saw a cookbook in Egypt’, says Roden, ‘and recipes weren’t written down. In fact, people guarded their recipes jealously in Cairo, because if your home cuisine was good, it gave you an edge over others.’ Jewish food had always been, she says, a ‘secret’, both an ‘archaic mosaic’ and ‘just home-cooking’. But in London, recipe sharing became a community duty, and learning to cook Jewish home food well, with limited resources, became a project for Roden’s mother – and one to which Claudia has remained devoted ever since, collecting



recipes obsessively. They went to Mrs Harrel’s Cypriot shop in Camden for the (then rare) aubergines and courgettes they needed to make dolma, to Kentish Town for the filo pastry to put together knaffeh, to Indian shops for tamarind. Some things they couldn’t find – chickpeas, couscous – and others, like pomegranate molasses, they learned to substitute with lemon and sugar. For Claudia, a passion for cooking was borne from necessity, as was the practice of using food as a lens to look at cultures, including their own threatened one. ‘Through recipes, a culture can be understood. Food became my way of uncovering the past’, Roden says.


Put this way, it’s easy to see why Roden has been so uncompromising about adhering to tradition, and why her (impossibly glamorous) eighty-year-old hands are being wrung at the thought of tampering with boghatcha. This dish’s name alone points to a rich history: a Judeo-Spanish interpretation of the Castillian word for ‘drunkard’ (borracha), and the three cheeses (feta, Gruyère, Parmesan) and butter and milk reflect the preponderance of dairy-only meals that Turkey’s Sephardic Jews often kept separate from their meat-based encounters. Seen like this, food can educate us about the past. She describes how she gasped on discovering a reference to Treya, a 13th century Jewish recipe for pasta with apricots, in the British Library’s only Arab cookbook, a dish that her aunt Regine had made in Aleppo. Until she arbitrarily fell upon it that day in the library, she hadn’t seen it since she was a child. She also talks about how the conversos – the Spanish Jews who converted to Christianity in the late 15th century – made puff pastry with butter and pork fat, demonstrating to the inquisitors with the latter that they had, truly, converted. All are ways of tracing the complex, and often hidden, legacy of Jewish food.




Roden remembers being invited to speak at a conference on Egyptian food in a Cairo hotel some years ago. The event posed the question: ‘What is Egyptian food?’, the subtext being – for an audience of hoteliers and restaurant managers – ‘What should we be serving?’ After her initial reaction (‘You threw me and my people out of the country when I was seventeen and now I’m invited to tell you what to eat?!’), she decided to go. Years of badly parroting French nouvelle cuisine had left Egyptian restaurants with an identity crisis, and with something of a schism between head chefs brought in from overseas, and their local, more lowly, kitchen staff who, she says, were ashamed of their mothers’ cooking. This she set out to tackle, recommending they reintroduce a ‘heavenly’ green leaf stew that descends from the pharaohs called melokheya – but taking care to use the particular aromatics (like cumin, coriander and garlic) that mark Egyptian cooking apart from its Turkish and Cypriot counterparts1 – as well as stuffed pigeon, and vegetable and rice dishes like koshari.


When asked for her opinion on food, she will always recommend that a place stay true to its roots. She despairs about a world in which food is so global and industrialised that all variety is lost: ‘Fashion is boring. Who wants to have the same food everywhere they go? You want to experience the people, the landscape, the architecture, that distinguish groups of people from one another.’ She goes on, ‘I don’t think cuisine stands still: society changes, people move. But it changes slowly. It’s the self-conscious, overworked innovations that chefs are under pressure to make that bothers me.’ She’s referring to the



likes of one Egyptian chef trying to serve her a mash-up of local and nouvelle cuisines – think ful medames (Egyptian fava beans cooked in garlic, onion and lemon) in choux pastry, or a tabbouleh with mussels, even a pastilla with Indian chutney. You start to see why ‘fusion’ became a dirty word to many chefs in the nineties and noughties.
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