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1
            Foreword

            By Durre Shahwar

         

         While reading Hearth Food, I called my mum to ask her for the recipe of her special pilau. ‘Onions, garlic, cloves, tandoori masala, chicken if you want….’ I interrupt her halfway to ask her for the exact measurements, and the exact order that each item must go in, and the exact time that everything must cook for in each stage. She hesitates and then just says, ‘don’t worry, when you come home, I will make this for you. Come home soon’. For my mum, food is a way to show love and to keep us together as a family since we moved to the UK over twenty-five years ago. I remember, when we used to live in Pakistan, we would have huge dinner parties with my aunts and uncles and cousins. Although these were abruptly discontinued once we moved to Wales, as it was just us in our immediate family who lived here, we still had meals that my mum would take hours to make. As parents who had nothing to give us after seeking asylum and living on the borderline of poverty, they gave us food, and ensured that we never went hungry, and that our bellies were always full of good, healthy, homemade meals. Sometimes, this was even despite my own protests, as I didn’t always have a positive relationship with food. I was a fussy eater, and was referred at one point to a dietician because I didn’t, in my own words, ‘enjoy food’. Meanwhile, at another point in my life not too long ago, I went through a long period of not being able to stomach everyday food due to gastroenteritis. Both of these in turn made me more conscious of what I ate but in a positive way – they forced me to rethink my relationship with food as something more than just what I had to do in response to hunger.

         2Like many of the writers in this book, my relationship with food is strongly attached to my parents’ home and my mum’s unique recipes. I never spent much time cooking alongside my mum as a child or even as an adult, in resistance to the labour of cooking that always fell to the women in my household. Yet now, there is a mild regret, as I find myself miles away from her, trying to replicate the same tastes and flavours that would comfort away a bad day or magically cure a cold. Food as a way to connect to others and recreate familial memories is brought up repeatedly in this book. I was particularly touched by the story of Chef Ghofran Hamza, who is the restaurant owner of Arabic Flavour in Aberystwyth. Hamza mentions how ‘sharing some of my heritage is as important to me as preserving it’. As someone in an interracial relationship, sharing Pakistani foods and flavours with my partner has been a way to preserve culture and form a deeper connection between us to the point that my partner now enjoys paratha (Indo-Pakistani flatbread) and achar (pickle) way more than I do at times! Food offers us all a way of navigating new and unfamiliar terrains and forming new bonds.

         The nostalgia of food is captured beautifully by Lesley James in the line, ‘when I am in need of love and grounding; and when the hunger is not in the tummy, but in the heart’. I’ve only come to recognise this particular hunger in my 30s, which is when I’ve spent the longest time away from my parents’ home and my mum’s cooking. I know that I can Google these recipes and that the dishes that I am trying to make are widely known in Pakistani culture and beyond; they are common. But there is a special alchemy that goes into making each dish, which elevates it and makes it unique by familial hands, by bonds between loved ones (whether inherited or formed), by shared experiences, hardships, and within those, moments of relief and happiness; all of which is captured here.

         Hearth Food also touches upon language and the preservation of names and words used for food. Siân Melangell Dafydd’s essay reminded me of how the words I use for different types of food or 3ingredients are in Urdu. And by that, I don’t just mean the names of dishes like pilau, paratha, or achar, but even words such as sweetcorn (challi) and mince (keema) that come naturally to me in Urdu first rather than English, despite the fact that I am slightly more fluent and have more vocabulary in English. This is because my relationship with food is also attached to my mother’s primary language and Pakistani food, reflecting this criss-cross of language and culture across continents.

         Food also has many social and political implications. From the Bengal famine of 1943, which my ancestors were affected by, to being used as a weapon of starvation in Gaza to this day. There’s also the rise of food banks in the UK, and the way that food is used to create hierarchies of class according to how you eat, what you eat, and where. I still don’t know what spoon you should eat dessert with, and which to eat the soup or main course with and I think a part of me resists knowing and takes pride in it. The essays in this book gently and subtly, if not overtly, traverse these landscapes, such as in Suzanne Chung’s essay, which tells us a story of how the rice dumpling Zhong is said to have come about during a war in ancient times in the Warring States period (475–221 BC).

         I urge the readers to sit with these beautiful essays and stories, which gave me goosebumps, and to try out the recipes (but perhaps not on an empty stomach). My pilau still needs some work, but each time I make it, I feel I get closer to my mum’s recipe. In the notes app on my phone, where I go in and make edits each time, I refine the recipe (less pepper and cloves!). I also add: ‘make with Mum next time you’re home’. 4

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Introduction

         

         The food we grew up with, the food we still cook, the food that triggers a spectrum of emotions and memories, is an essential part of what makes us who we are. Sharing the food of our childhood, our home, with others around us is an important way in which we share our individual culture and demonstrate our heritage. A particular family recipe that pulls on our heartstrings is so much more than just a sense of deliciousness, so much more than a melange of certain ingredients; it is part of our identity.

         Hearth Food aims to focus on the sheer longing for the food of one’s childhood, of one’s homeland, the utter desperation at times to be able to cook the food of one’s home as a means of achieving some semblance of a sense of familiarity in a new environment or in foreign surroundings. This anthology illustrates the part that food plays in shaping our identity and in understanding individual life journeys.

         Born in Mumbai, India, to parents born in the state of Maharashtra, I grew up with food from various parts of India and even dishes from Iran at times. While fresh coconut and coconut milk were integral to some of the food that my mother grew up eating, my father’s family largely prepared dishes that had their origin in the state of Gujarat, with vastly different flavour combinations. The food that my mother cooked was often a mix of Maharashtrian dishes with the singular flavours of her hometown of Janjira, and sometimes North Indian dishes and preparations that had their roots in Iran and Central Asia. And then, of course, the street food of Mumbai that we all loved was also very much a part of our food upbringing, be it bhel puri from the man at the top of our lane who sold the delectable mixture of puffed rice, fried, broken gram flour vermicelli, potatoes, coriander and tamarind 6chutneys served in a large dried leaf, or then pav bhaji, a delicious combination of partly mashed mixed vegetables and spices served with individual batch buns slathered in butter. So many flavours, so many different origins, so many memories, each one clear and eliciting a range of emotions. And this was just me – one girl growing up in the bustling metropolis of Mumbai, with multitudinous threads of food culture coming together on our dining table. Even today, this amalgam of various flavours takes me instantly back to my formative years, but the dishes that evoke the most intense emotions are the oft-repeated ones that my mother cooked for us; dishes that were part of her identity.

         While half the stories in this anthology are by women who have their roots in the UK (or specifically Wales), such as Alys Einion’s recipe for her mother’s Christmas stuffing, Lynne Rees’s grandfather’s method of melting cheese on bread, or Amy K Grandvoinet’s memories of eating Staffordshire Oatcakes with her grandparents, the rest are contributions by immigrant women with origins in North Africa, Zimbabwe, Portugal, Syria, Hong Kong and Sri Lanka. The recipes range from fruit pies made only after experiencing the joy of foraging for llus (bilberries), the recipe for a friend’s mother’s scones that provided the much-needed stability during a tumultuous childhood, to the vegan version of a traditional lamb kefta and another Zimbabwean lamb chop recipe that bridged two different cultures; from Sri Lankan rice flour-based Puttu with aubergine curry, and the emotions intertwined with cooking Syrian (Middle Eastern) stuffed vegetables in an unfamiliar Wales, to Chinese glutinous rice dumplings and turnip cake, amongst many others.

         Our contributors have shared very personal experiences of either eating or cooking their family recipes with previous generations, and also shared the desire to keep the traditions alive by continuing to cook their recipes for their families. These recipes are the all-important connection between the past and the future. The aim of the anthology is to go behind the scenes, as it were, to explore what 7each family recipe means to the women cooking them – the story behind why it is these specific recipes that our contributors are keeping alive. What comes to light at times is the etiquette or manner in which the recipes are received, executed and consumed; as my mother (Ammi) used to say, the ‘tehzeeb’ (an Urdu word that encapsulates a sense of culture, discipline and respect) around food – not only the respect with which the recipes were prepared, but also the ritual of eating those preparations, whether with family or friends. Hearth Food, therefore, is not a cookery book in the traditional sense, but rather, a collection of memories, personal stories, emotions rising to the fore when remembering the past and the loved ones who have passed on but who are as significant even today, all centred around food.

          

         Faaeza Jasdanwalla-Williams

          

          

         This anthology was inspired by another anthology published by Honno in 2024, Many Roads: Women’s Personal Stories of Courage and Displacement in Wales. Whilst all the stories were very different, the theme of food and eating was a grain that ran through all of them. Some, harrowing accounts of life in a hostel, with no access to kitchens or cooking implements, being forced to eat packet sandwiches for breakfast, lunch and dinner, for months; some, arriving to hostile circumstances in a country whose diet is wholly inappropriate, where in one case a Muslim family is only offered pork. The things we eat define who we are; food: the edible soul. And when we eat the things that we love, our soul, our very being is happy; both our body and mind are nourished.

         Ask anybody what they miss the most about their homeland. The answer is always the same: the food. Hearth Food spans the globe with intimate stories of family, love and belonging. There are dishes that remain faithful to the original and some that have been adapted to 8suit the ingredients available; or fusion dishes where two traditional meals are combined by two very different cultures, such as Theresa Mgadzah Jones’s ‘From Zimbabwe to Wales: A twist on lamb chops’. In this collection, women talk of grief and happiness, of food that reconnects with loved ones, alive or long gone; of overcoming difficulties; and family traditions and religious customs that simply cannot take place without the food that accompanies them. How the making of food together brings forth the unsaid, opens up experience and conversations; how the family dynamic becomes apparent in such cases such as Candida Nibau’s ‘Filhóses’ and Sophie Buchaillard’s ‘Monique’s Keftas, with a Welsh Twist’. So many of the stories begin with the fluidity of measurements – how so many of the recipes rely on the senses to measure, instead of tools (don’t worry, we have provided measurements for each of these recipes!), which makes that recipe and that story all the more unique to the people cooking, a skill inherited almost as though through the bloodline itself. Your body bonded to the food – you just know how much of that ingredient to add, because your mother did, and her mother did and so on back through the family line.

         As we were compiling this collection, it got me thinking about my family and my maternal grandmother, who sadly died when I was around thirteen. We would often visit for Sunday lunch – roast beef. We’d crowd around the table in the dining room while she sliced and served up the beef and roasted vegetables, my grandfather generously doing the rounds, filling up the glasses with some very decent wine. But Granny rarely had a plate for herself, she’d always insist that she wasn’t very hungry as she’d been ‘picking’ whilst she’d been cooking – she’d have some pudding or a sandwich later, she’d say. She’d drink some wine and watch us enjoying our meal. The strangeness of this only occurred to me when I got older. Granny liked sweet things: puddings and wine gums. She also made ice cream. Ice cream that I have never had anywhere else, or experienced anything like it since. This is the food that reminds me of her. It was a lemon ice cream with both a chewy 9and creamy texture. It was chewy because it contained thinly sliced lemon rind. It smelled like freshly grated lemon zest, cream and sugar, and was frozen solid in old Stork margarine tubs. And that’s all I have now because the recipe was lost when she died. I have a vague memory of my aunt collecting some of Granny’s recipes into a notebook, but I have a feeling that perhaps this wasn’t one that had ever been written down. In a last ditch attempt for the purposes of this book I put out a plea on our family WhatsApp group to see (again) if anybody had any ideas of its whereabouts, to be met with radio silence. No, then. But this is still my unique family recipe, albeit lost. I can still remember it vividly, her bringing out this delicious, sweet, zesty dessert disguised as an ordinary box of margarine and serving it with an ice cream scoop (something we didn’t have at home due to a lack of freezer). This food reminds me of her and I hope that one day, like the recipes in this book, I’ll find the recipe so that I can share it with others.

         We hope you enjoy these recipes as much as we have.

          

         Rebecca Parfitt

         Commissioning Editor

         Honno Press 10
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            Filhóses

            By Candida Nibau

         

         I grew up in Nave, a small village in the interior of Portugal, a stone’s throw from the Spanish border. My village, like so many others in the interior of the country, was marked by a wave of emigration to France, Switzerland and Germany. For many, it was a way to escape poverty, and also a means of escape for the young men being drafted into the colonial wars the fascist dictatorship was fighting in Africa in the sixties and early seventies. A second wave of migration happened after the revolution of 1974, with young people moving to the coastal cities to study and be part of the newly acquired freedoms. Mostly, the elderly and young families were left behind. My parents were some of the few that stayed and I was one of only a handful of children in the village. It is a place toughened by the landscape and climate and by having to let go of its own. Maybe because of this, traditional foods and old fashioned tastes managed to survive the immense changes that the country went through. I have many memories of cooking with all the women in my family, not only my mother but also on special occasions, with my grandmothers and aunts. Cooking always was (and is) an act of love. There is no better way of showing someone how much they mean to you than sitting together at the table sharing a meal you just prepared. Food is what brings us together, the cure for broken hearts and all other minor ailments. My children often tell me that I think food cures everything. They tell me it doesn’t, but deep inside I know it does.

         It was hard to choose one recipe to write about, but in the end this one brought back vivid memories and illustrates how the 12different generations and strong personalities in my family came together to prepare one dish – Filhóses.

         Christmas Eve was only a few days away and we, the grandchildren, were back home for the school holidays. It would have been a clear and cold day as grey and wet days were bad omens for important cooking events. After lunch, while my dad snored on the sofa, my paternal grandmother would come into the kitchen and sit on the low chair by the open fire that my sister or I had quickly vacated. She was a short, overweight woman always dressed in black, either because someone in the family had died or sometimes, just out of habit. To me, back then as a small child (and later not so small), the world seemed to stop when she entered a room. She was what we would call the family matriarch, although I did not know that word at the time. What I knew is that, when she spoke, we all rushed around to do what we were told.

         Earlier that morning, based on the proximity to Christmas, weather forecast, the phase of the moon and the cycles of the women involved, my grandmother and my mother would have decided that it was a good day to make filhóses. Filhóses, or as they were called in our village, cuscoréis, are traditional Portuguese fried-dough pastries. During the Christmas period there would always be a plate of these on the table of each house in the village, and visitors would be offered one to accompany a glass of new wine or the slightly sweeter, but more alcoholic, jeropiga. Making filhóses was a big deal as visitors were seen as judging the whole household based on how they looked and tasted. They needed to be perfectly formed, golden, soft and hopefully flavoursome. So much could go wrong! Hard crispy ones, shapeless dark ones, soft undercooked ones… It was a special, if slightly terrifying, time.

         All the ingredients would be laid out on the long kitchen table and my grandmother would carefully inspect them, making sure we had all that was needed. Two dozen eggs, from our chickens, collected for weeks and carefully hidden away. Two kilograms of bread flour, bought from our door-to-door baker. The bags would 13be opened and the flour checked for any impurities. There would be 20 g of yeast cake, bought from the same baker, carefully wrapped in newspaper. A bottle of aguardente, a grape-derived spirit distilled by my grandfather and used in everything, from cooking to alleviating tooth pain, wound cleaning and, of course, drinking. A bottle of olive oil – the best one we had was always saved for things like this. The cold of the winter would make it set and it needed to be placed by the fire to thaw before use. Finally, the most precious of all ingredients – three large oranges. We lived in the central eastern part of Portugal, just past the mountains on a high-altitude plateau that blurred the border between Portugal and Spain. Back then, winters were cold and frost was a regular occurrence, which meant we could not grow oranges and had to buy them. A bowl with some lukewarm milk completed the ingredients.

         The dough was prepared in an alguidar – the dictionary says the English translation is bowl, but I feel it is not an appropriate term for the very large enamel egg-blue container that, as far as I remember, was only used for this purpose. The first step was to break all the twenty-four eggs into it. Because they were from our chickens and kept for a while, each egg was broken into a small bowl first to check it was good before moving it to the alguidar. This was my favourite job and one I was allowed to do from an early age. I do remember that in the early days I spent most of the time fishing bits of shell from the clumsily broken egg in my small bowl; I did get better at it as the years passed. When all the eggs were in, my mother added a pinch of salt, a splash of aguardente (the smell still reminds me of many long evenings in my grandad’s distillery, but that’s a different story), and a generous amount of olive oil. I guess something around 200 ml, but it was never measured and my mother only stopped pouring at grandmother’s order, so I suppose a lot of it was down to experience. Then the oranges were cut in half and the juice entirely squeezed out into another bowl and added to the mixture. The leftover orange pulp was a delicacy my sister and I fought over.

         14My grandmother would then push up the sleeves of her black jumper and with her right hand (the left hand belongs to the devil!) start briskly mixing the liquid ingredients. I would look on attentively, wondering if I would ever be allowed to do it, but until her hands became deformed by arthritis, my grandmother didn’t let anyone else do it. There was a special way to move your hand and a certain speed. Always mix to the right, never change direction and importantly, monitor the temperature of the mixture. In winter a large fire was raging in the hearth, but the ingredients were cold and so was the enamel bowl, so after a few minutes mixing my grandmother would say, ‘It is too cold, this won’t do’. At this, my mother would remove the metal pot with water hanging over the fire, place it on a stool and the alguidar over it, and, while constantly mixing, it was left on long enough to raise the temperature of the egg mixture a little without curdling the eggs. Now that I understand yeast and fermentation, I know how important that was, but back then, it just felt like my grandmother didn’t enjoy having cold hands. When the mixture felt homogeneous and warm (30– 40°C), the yeast cake was dissolved in a little bit of lukewarm milk and added to the mixture. Now the fun would begin! The flour, in transparent plastic bags, would be slowly added onto the liquid mixture, alternating with olive oil. I don’t have many early memories of this, but I assume that my grandmother was the one to do it, but as her back gave her more and more trouble, my mother would take over. In my mind, I have this image of my mother bent over the alguidar on a stool close to the fire, my sister on one side with the bag of flour, me on the other with the bottle of olive oil and my short grandmother towering over us all. Every so often she would poke the dough and say, ‘more flour’, ‘more oil’ and ‘mix faster’, and turn the alguidar around so that the cold side would face the fire and vice versa. At the beginning of this process, the dough looked a bit like rags, but as more flour was added in, mixing was impossible, and then the punching fight with the dough would start (I know the term is knead, but we did actually close our fists and 15punch the dough as hard as we could!). The dough flipping and punching, alternating with more flour or oil, would continue until there was a soft, elastic dough, similar to bread dough but of a beautiful yellow colour. To me, this seemed to go on forever, and I could see from my mother’s strained face that she also wished it could be stopped sooner.

         When it was deemed ready, the dough was patted down smooth, a little flour added on top and the alguidar placed on a low chair. Now it was up to God to make the dough rise. We would help by drawing a cross on top and saying a little prayer that, to this day, I still say every time I put a cake in the oven. ‘Deus te finte, Deus te acrescente e as almas do purgatório no céu entrem’, loosely translated as ‘May God make you rise, may God make you grow and may the souls in purgatory get into heaven’. A moist tea towel warmed by the fire would be tucked over the top; over it, two warm blankets and my grandad’s shepherd’s coat topped it all up. The chair would then be placed close to the open fire where, for the next two hours, God (with a little help from baker’s yeast) would make it rise. We children were then allowed to go away and play or watch TV as long as we would remember to turn the alguidar around every fifteen minutes or so. This was the most important unsupervised task we were given, and we made sure not to mess it up even if our eyes stayed glued to the TV as we did it. My grandmother would go and lie down in the back bedroom, ‘just to rest my back’, as she would say. She was the only person we knew who could snore while awake.

         After two hours or so, the coat, the blankets and the tea towel would be gently lifted from one side and we could see the risen dough, doubled in size and very soft. It was ready. My dad would then come in with bundles of dried firewood, generally grapevine sticks from our own vineyards pruned earlier in the year. It was important to have a quick, hot fire. These were set alight in the hearth and thin tree branches or wood planks, if my dad had been recently renovating an old house, added in to keep the heat constant. Then a tripod would be placed in the hearth and a large, deep frying 16pan with vegetable oil over it. This was the last stage of making filhóses and the most work-intensive. It was best done by two people – one to stretch the dough as thinly as possible without it rupturing, and another to press the sides together when it was dropped into the oil to give it the characteristic bowtie shape. My grandmother would place her low chair in front of the frying pan with the alguidar of dough next to her, and my mum would sit next to her. They would put folded newspaper sheets inside their long socks to prevent their legs getting burnt by the heat of the fire and pull back their sleeves. My grandmother would put a tea towel over her left knee where the dough would get stretched. The thick shepherd’s coat would be removed but the blankets would be kept on and just moved back a little to get access to the dough, a small bowl with lukewarm olive oil next to it. She would dip her fingers in the oil and then break a small ball of dough, about the size of a plum. With fingers wet with olive oil, she would start stretching the dough, a bit like you would do with pizza, and then place it on her knee to finish stretching to the shape of a small side plate. Carefully, the dough was lifted and swiftly dropped into the hot vegetable oil. Quickly, my mother would go in with two long-handled forks and pin it around the middle and hold it tight until the bow shape would form and remain. It would take about a minute to fry on one side, turn around and a minute on the other side. It should look deep golden (not yellow – too soon, not brown – too late). The filhós was taken out with a fork and transferred to a dripping plate. By now my grandmother had the next one ready and the ritual was repeated until all the dough was used and their faces were flushed deep red by the heat.

         Waiting behind them, sheltered from most of the heat, were my sister and I, and our jobs would begin at this point. The sweetest of jobs! We would take a deep plate and mix white sugar and cinnamon. Then we would take the still hot filhós from the dripping plate and coat it with the sugar mixture. Not only would the filhós get a generous coating, but also our fingers, which we delightfully 17licked between each coating. The sugar-coated filhóses were then placed in a large plastic bowl lined with a linen cloth. And I mean large, as there would be many dozens of filhóses made on that afternoon. The first few were never perfect so they would serve as tasters. Everyone would have a bite and proclaim that they were the best ones we had ever made (my sister and I), that they could have done with a bit more orange (my grandmother), more oil (my mother), more kneading (my dad), perfect with a glass of wine (my grandad). Towards the end, when we had made enough pretty ones for visitors, my sister and I were allowed to take some dough and make shapes for us to eat. We would start making crazy shapes but usually settle for ring shapes, definitely the fluffiest, with a good ratio of dough to sugar mixture. When the frying was done, the remaining sugar mixture was sprinkled on top, the corners of the linen piece folded over to cover the filhóses and the large bowl moved to the cool pantry. They would keep until Epiphany, the end of Christmas celebrations on 6 January.

         
            
[image: ]Frying the filhóses

               Photo © Candida Nibau

            

         

         18I have been lucky enough to keep going back to the home where I grew up over the years and still be part of the ritual; first with my grandmother, physically frailer but still in charge, then after she died, with my mother, and the last few times, also with my children. Many things have changed. There are fewer visitors, and the abundance of many other delicacies means that fewer and fewer filhóses get eaten, so the recipe is regularly halved; and now that my mother is also getting older and frailer, we talk about not making them. Every year there are complaints that the flour is not as fine and the olive oil of lower quality. Many of the local producers are now too old to tend the olive groves that survived the cull of the 90s and the younger generations are still moving to the city, like my sister, or abroad, like me. The climate has changed – only one blanket is needed to cover the dough, and I haven’t seen my grandad’s shepherd’s coat in a long time. While we wait for the dough to rise, we now sit outside in the sunshine as the winters get warmer and warmer. On the other hand, so much has stayed the same. We still make them in the same kitchen, with the same enamel alguidar, the baker still drops the flour and yeast cake at our door. We do it all together, taking turns breaking, adding, mixing, punching, stretching, frying, coating. And they still taste as delicious to us as they did back then!
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