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             A Life in Cookers

            RACHEL RODDY

         

         Gasfire cookers are not just heavy, they’re awkward. This one was a smooth, white box with nothing for us to hold onto except the sharp bottom edges. It was an ordeal getting it up the stairs to our flat, our inability to cooperate exposed by a kitchen appliance. For two days it sat in the middle of the kitchen, disconnected and in the way. On the third day an authorised man came and for 90 euros talked about the risks of buying secondhand appliances while fitting a new green tube between the Gasfire and the mains. It was alive! As he tested each burner and knob, sending pantomime-villain hisses of gas into the air, he told us it was a model from the late 1960s, one of the last to be made entirely by hand, vintage, therefore much in demand. I 4took this (along with the fact he had gone ahead and connected it) as reassurance, despite a lingering smell of the gas that could at any moment ignite, explode and kill us. Once he’d gone I opened all the windows, wiped his oily fingerprints from the white enamel, put a pan of water on for pasta and made a slutty sauce of tomatoes, olives, capers and anchovies. Then while one pan trundled and the other spat, I admired my twentieth cooker.

         Going right back to the beginning, I have no recollection of the first cooker in my life, or rather my parents’ cooker in their house in a town called Lymington. Mum’s recollection is vague, only that it was an inherited gas cooker with an eye-level canopy grill used for cheese on toast, bacon, and lamb chops. Now I’m a mother myself, the need to understand and label a child’s appetite is familiar, as if to do so is to understand them, therefore protect them. I was ‘never fussy or picky’ rather ‘a good feeder’ and ‘a good little eater’, banging my fists for a baby food called Farex. Dad’s photograph of me in Mum’s arms on a beach in 1973 seems evidence of this, the collar of her white flannel shirt poking over her red jumper, my hand on her plum-sized silver locket and my cheeks so plump they look as if they might pop.

         Photographs act as jump leads for memories; I have two images of the second cooker. It was an Aga, the 5blood red, 406kg, cast-iron reason my parents moved 130 miles north and bought their next house. Nowadays large ovens are familiar, like wide televisions and great flapping fridges, but in 1976 the Aga seemed enormous, swollen, almost too big for the kitchen. Designed by the Swedish physicist Gustaf Dalén in 1922, the Aga is a heat storage cooker which works on the principle that its cast-iron body absorbs heat from a low intensity source and the accumulated heat can then be used for cooking. This accumulated heat means the Aga is always hot, always working (although clearly not by itself) – not just as a cooker, but as a clothes dryer and press, water heater and radiator. It was also a prop. My four-foot memory of that Aga is as a heavyweight comforter, of adults putting their arms behind their back, looping their hands over the bar and rubbing their bottoms against the hot front surface.

         Soon everything was swelling: us kids, the GDP, my dad’s business. The Aga didn’t move with us, so for a while the big new kitchen, with its inherited Viking ship-like shelves sailing down the middle, didn’t have a bum warmer. It had a Hotpoint electric cooker (the third) with a Perspex splashback and a scratched history from the previous family, evidence of their hundreds of meals concentrated into rings of treacle-like residue round each knob. On the hardworking Hotpoint, Mum cooked an incessant and reassuring 6rota of roast chicken, shepherd’s pie, Bolognese sauce, tomato sauce, fish fingers, baked potatoes, sausages, buttered peas, Jane Grigson’s leek and potato soup and Elizabeth David’s ratatouille, all of which steamed up the windows and the lenses of my pink NHS specs, and sustained our unit of five.

         The fourth cooker arrived when I was ten, another Aga replacing the tired Hotpoint, this time installed under a red brick arch, which made it look really rather prosperous. Cooking became even more purposeful and the kitchen even warmer. On Friday nights we listened to Queen or Fleetwood Mac’s Tusk and danced like wild things while Mum cooked, until Dad put his hands on her waist and got her to dance too. By now I loved helping, drawing figures of eights in white sauce, or pulling on the massive oven glove, lifting a hot, heavy door up and off its latch to open it, pushing potatoes impaled on the four-pronged spike in, then hooking the door closed again. Aga ovens are twice as deep as they are wide, a dark tunnel for a small arm and mind – after all, the witch does choose a stove in which to imprison the prince. One day, while trying to retrieve something, my arm met the bars of a shelf in the hottest oven. I yanked it out to find it looked like a lamb chop lifted from a griddle, branded with three short and angry pink lines. My integrated worry about getting things wrong meant I didn’t tell 7anyone, or get half a raw potato to hold onto the pain; instead I pulled my sleeve down and pressed, pressing my school jumper into the burns, where the wool stuck. Eventually it eased away, leaving behind tiny green threads of my mistake that – when I did tell her what had happened – my mum picked out gently with tweezers.

         
             

         

         While I am only including cookers from places I called home (which puts paid to vanity cookers and one-night stands), there are others that need mentioning. The cream and green electric cooker with hot plates like liquorice whirls in my grandma and grandpa’s kitchen in Stokesley in North Yorkshire. Steadfast and reliable, the cooker seemed an extension of my grandma and was where she boiled tongue for hours and made pan after pan of a minced beef and potato stew called tattie hash, the smell of which clung to the wallpaper like a pattern, along with worry and love. When they moved down south to be near us, Grandma continued to make tattie hash on an Electrolux electric cooker.

         Another was in the kitchen of my other granny’s pub, the Gardeners Arms at Mill Bottom in Oldham. Like the Victorian pub itself, with its atmosphere dense with the smell of bitter, smoke, Brasso and loose words, the industrial cooker, with its noisy flames 8and big knobs, was thrilling and a bit frightening. It was positioned near the kitchen door that passed into the back darts room, so standing at the burners you could hear the soft dooof of sharp points meeting the board, the cheers and groans. My great-aunt was usually in charge, cleaning up mess before it was even made, frying thin steaks or bacon to put in white rolls with floury tops called oven-bottom cakes, or lifting baskets of chips out of boiling fat, then serving my uncle and my brother first, because they were boys and more important. Food was passed from the cooker through a rectangular hatch into the low-lit bar where it was eaten by men – mostly cotton mill workers, dry stone wallers and electricians – on high stools nursing dimpled mugs of amber Robinsons Bitter. Sometimes we would sit up at the curved bar too, eating chips and sucking lemonade through straws, wiping our greasy fingers on our trousers and swinging our legs in time to Bob Seger singing about ‘Hollywood nights’, how she was ‘looking so right, in those diamonds and frills’. From those stools everything looked so right.

         
             

         

         Back home, the swelling continued and the Aga was traded in for an even bigger model (the fifth). Like insulating foam expanding to fill an available space, family cooking filled the two new ovens. It was the same 9rota of tomato sauce and roasts with puffs of Yorkshire pudding, of lamb chops topped with slices of potato, just more of it. And hummus, bowl after bowl of manila-envelope-coloured hummus. How had we lived without it? Four permanently hot ovens meant there was an even greater chance of forgetting you had put something inside (a cake, a prince, a secret?). Potatoes bowled-in on Tuesday were like charcoal when found on Thursday, while overnight rice pudding left far too long soldered itself to the dish like Japanese lacquer. More space also meant more room for bums. The Aga was a magnet and an anchor, regardless of how much we grew and thrashed, and in those years it held us, tighter when my grandpa died, tighter still when my twenty-one-year-old uncle fell asleep in the car in the garage, with the engine running. Surely no one else could go adrift?

         
             

         

         One of the ‘features’ of the big Aga is a rectangular warming plate: ‘Giving additional surface for staging food and keeping it at optimal temperature’. It was also optimal for someone who, having spent the first fifteen years of their life being flushed and bonny, had changed over the summer (although in retrospect things had been accumulating) and was now perpetually cold. Leaning against the Aga was no longer enough. I sat on it, my bony bottom on the warm 10square, feet between the two hot plates. I would spend years here, disappearing, dominating, shrinking and swelling, while warming milk for coffee. Agas are like families though: even when they have an ill person on top of them, they keep functioning, however desperately. Discharged after my first stay in hospital I put my arms behind my back, looped my hands over the bar and leant my bottom against the hot surface.

         The comforter turned out to be the one to push me. I must have been twenty when, tormented by toothache, I came downstairs in the middle of the night and put my cheek on the rounded lid of one of the hotplates. Heat soothing pain, I fell asleep, only to be woken an hour or so later by a deep throbbing, palpitations in my cheek. Soother and inciter, the Aga, with its accumulated heat, had pulled the inflammation from an abscess in my gum into the flesh, which swelled fantastically. Once again, my cheek was so plump it looked as if it might pop.

         
             

         

         Despite the push, it took two more slow-cooked years for me to admit I needed the sixth, which I never actually saw because it was one of many cookers in the basement kitchen of the Royal Free Hospital in north London. The food would arrive on the ward in a heated trolley, its smell so thick you could feel 11the particles suspended in the air, like warm cabbage-scented fog. Others complained, but I found both the food and its smell deeply reassuring. It had always been the solution; I just needed someone else to administer it. There was a ward microwave too, which we were allowed to use if we were making progress. I would stand in my slippers watching the red seconds blink down – 9, 8, 7, 6 – and the milk froth up.

         I spent just short of a year with the unseen cooker and microwave, before leaving them behind to orientate myself in a flat with the seventh. This one had a timer that was stiff to twist and rang like an aggressive school lesson bell, which suited my institutionalised eating. While the cooker was ideal, the flat wasn’t, so one of my flatmates and I went on to rent the eighth, this one belonging to an actress who was in Four Weddings and a Funeral. We had to give the famous cooker a good clean when we moved in. Its timer was broken. I told myself this was fine; I could keep time now, and measurements. I shared the ninth cooker with a friend from Luxembourg. We made Kniddelen, boiled dumplings and roasted red peppers, peeling away their blackened clingfilm skins while rehearsing our lines and hoping that one day we would have a season at the Royal Court and three episodes of The Bill.

         Silver and sleek, the tenth was a Smeg in a compact kitchen in the corner of the living room in a flat so 12close to the railway line near Mornington Crescent that it rattled every time a train cut through. The flat, which belonged to an architect friend of a friend and was mine for just six months, was like an expensive Scandinavian toy, aesthetic and intelligent, everything either doubling as something else, or hiding something. Next to the tenth was a retractable section that could be pulled out and flipped: ironing board one side, chopping board the other. I used to stand squashed in the thin triangle between the cooker and the board, chopping vegetables to make enormous pans of cauliflower soup that you could smell from the road outside. A newsflash reporting that Diana had died interrupted morning TV when I was standing at my tenth, history made while I was stewing apple to death.

         The Smeg was replaced by the eleventh, an Indesit with a noisy extractor fan, part of a fitted kitchen in a flat near Baker Street. With earnings from a film about the Holocaust and a KitKat advert I bought myself things, including a griddle pan on which I seared expensive tuna steaks for a new boyfriend. As we leapt into a new century, I asked him to marry me.

         We never did get married (although we weren’t to know that yet). But we did buy the twelfth, another Smeg, which was installed in the kitchen of our new flat. We embraced DIY and smashed a wall down, and were amazed at what we had, even if we weren’t quite 13sure what that was. Years twisted past and I twisted too, the same ills, just a different constellation of symptoms. On the twelfth I balanced bowls over boiling water to make Béarnaise sauce for friends, made peculiar meals for the two of us, and obsessed over increasingly odd ones for myself, then rid myself of everything and ran and ran. It must have been spring 2004 when the burners stopped working, when I stopped working, broke, and thought about my uncle. Rather than trying to fix anything, metal or otherwise, the twelfth, along with the rest of my belongings, was packed up and put in my parents’ garage.

         For a few months I made meals for one on the thirteenth, an Electrolux, in the flat my grandparents had bought when they moved down south. Standing boiling eggs in my dead grandparents’ kitchen, there was a clear view down the front garden with its pebbledash path margin. As kids we’d tear up that path, and Grandma would wave to us and mouth ‘steady on’ from the kitchen. The last thing I did before leaving was turn the cooker off at the mains, before walking down the path with no idea where I was going.

         
             

         

         In Italian the word ‘cucina’ has multiple meanings. It means kitchen. It is also the process of L’arte delle cucina, the art of cooking, as well as indicating a way 14of cooking, La Cucina Romana, Roman cooking, or La Cucina Inglese, English cooking. Cucina also means a cooker.

         The fourteenth was four gas rings in a studio flat on the third floor of a mustard-yellow apartment block in a part of Rome called Testaccio. Strictly speaking four rings and no oven is a piano cottura, a hob, but the estate agent called it La Cucina, so I did too, adding it to my fifty-six-word Italian vocabulary. Three months felt a lot to sign up for. I’d been travelling for three months, the ‘on my way’ part of ‘on my way somewhere’ suiting me, but three months was the minimum lease on the apartment in which I could teach and earn; a pause before I continued on my way somewhere else. And I liked Testaccio with its twentieth-century crosshatched symmetry and ancient arches, and the fog of food smells hanging around its bars and dozens of places to eat. I also liked the brown studio, which was really just a medium-sized room with a sleeping platform and kitchen corner with minimal equipment, which included a mouli.

         If you have a mouli or food mill, you’ll know tomatoes are the litmus test for its indispensability. The paddle not only crushes the flesh through the holes to produce sauce, it presses every bit of flavour from the skin, seeds and fibres before they are left behind. Those first months I spent plenty of time milling tomatoes 15and beans, separating the wanted from the unwanted and then flopping the unwanted bits into the bin, a solution so simple it was absurd. There were days when I mourned things left behind, dared an old or new symptom to flare up like an abscess, but nothing did. In her short essay ‘Two Ears, Three Lucks’, Grace Paley writes about how being handed ‘Everyday life, kitchen life’ was the beginning of her big Luck. I’d been handed an everyday cucina, was that mine? It certainly provided subdued everyday happiness. Sharing it was out of the question, but then one day his music was spilling out of the stereo, his cigarette smoke spilling out of my window, Sicilian advice about salting pasta-cooking water spilling out of his mouth.

         The fifteenth cooker was in the same building as the fourteenth, two floors down and looking over the other courtyard. It lived in a flat previously owned by Signora V, who was born there in the 1920s and raised there herself before going on to raise her own five children there, one of whom sold it to us with tears in his eyes and relief in the corners of his mouth. The Candy Cucina with four gas burners and electric oven had been ‘new’ when the flat was renovated and rigorously tiled in greenish-brown in the late 1970s. I have no idea what sort of cook Signora V was, but the chances are, and for the sake of the stories I had started to write, she was an excellent cook and my fifteenth 16was a sort of spirit medium, like Whoopi Goldberg in Ghost, only in aluminium with a fan-assisted oven.

         This fifteenth was next to the kitchen door, which opened onto a concrete walkway that hung like a fat lip two floors above an internal courtyard. Thirty other flats over five floors shared the courtyard, as did extractor fans dispatching smells from the back of a bakery and a trattoria. This meant a vortex of collective smells and depending on the time of day I would catch coffee, burnt sugar, bread, pizza, pancetta, broccoli, cabbage, fish, or whatever Cucina Romana was happening on any of the other cookers. Standing at ours, watching a clove of garlic fry in oil until it turned the colour of straw, or dislodging the sticky residue from the bottom of the pot after browning oxtail, I felt like I was joining in. Years simmered past; everything was all right.

         The sixteenth was a consequence. It was a Miele, integrated into the worktop in the u-bend kitchen corner of a flat lent to me by a friend when I sabotaged everything. I hid in that flat for four months, sleeping, occasionally using the cooker to make dinner, other times as a prop for sex. An everyday cooker of unhappiness and happiness, and conception.

         The view from the seventeenth was onto a vast internal courtyard full of plants and gangly trees, which flourished ferociously that wet April. Part of an Ikea kitchenette combined with a sink and draining 17board, its neatness suited my nesting – or whatever it was I was doing. My son was born in September. I stood at the kitchenette and boiled vegetables to make cloudy broth then cooked tiny pasta stars in it and took a friend’s advice to read Winnicott, as though this would guarantee I was a good enough mother. Neat but ineffective: the flames of the seventeenth burned as if they couldn’t really be bothered, and the oven never got hot enough to care – or roast potatoes until they had sharp edges. And the flat was too small, along with other circumstances. I was sad to say goodbye to the view, but not to the cooker.

         There is something vulnerable about a cooker with nothing either side of it. Even big ranges seem stranded. The eighteenth, a 60 x 60 cm Indesit with a Perspex lid, was like a lone swimmer when we first moved in. So we pushed an Ikea block into the gap nearest the wall. The swimmer turned out to be the most resilient and obliging of cookers, a partner almost as loyal as my Sicilian, and the ally that helped me make money. I cooked on it for three years, testing the recipes for two books, which included roasting three 8kg rolls of pork and par-boiling three kilos of organic tripe, a process that leaves you in no doubt as to its honeycomb purpose. The night of the tripe was also the night of yeasted buns called maritozzi. While the stomach rolled around the pan on top of the eighteenth like 18an ancient sea creature, the buns baked and swelled inside it, and their combined warmth and smells filled the entire flat and shadowy communal hallway. Sweet, yeasted and shitty, a more perfect juxtaposition there could not have been.

         Soon after the tripe our lease came to an end. While it had been a good home, we were more than ready to leave the flat, but I felt physical sadness leaving that cooker, once more stranded in the middle of the room, queen of the waves. We returned back to the fifteenth for a few months, which was novel for a week then claustrophobic; the cooker that had once been so comforting became a corner trap from which I wondered how Signora V had fed and raised five children in thirty-five square metres. One day our porter pulled us aside and in hushed tones told us that there was a flat (with a cooker and a terrace) on Scala D looking for new tenants and, if we were interested, to tell the couple who ran the wine stall in the market immediately because they were dealing with the lease. I ran, convinced everyone I passed on the way to the market could see I was carrying a hot tip. Two weeks later we moved in with the nineteenth, another hob with no oven, which is why when we saw the twentieth, a Gasfire 600 for 111 euros, we bought it. We got it up the stairs, the man came, we didn’t die, I wiped fingerprints from the enamel. 19

         By today’s standards the Gasfire 600 is a rudimentary cooker, a wide box with six flames that operate in shades of heat rather than degrees. This rudeness is precisely what makes it such a good cooker, with flames as imperative when they burn gently under Bolognese ragù, tomato sauce, leek and potato soup or ratatouille, as when they roar a steak to the finish, and an oven that cares to give roast potatoes edges, the under-oven a sort of secret chamber. I don’t know anything about the previous owner but it has the experience of both the Hotpoint (the third) and Signora V’s (the fifteenth), the thrill of the pub cooker, the tenacity of the Indesit (the eighteenth) and is the best looking of the lot, with no timer. It is also well arranged, particularly the burners: three at the bottom with just one at the top, leaving spaces, warm lay-bys, for pans filled with, say, stewed apple, red sauce or milk that has frothed up.

         Being one of the last models made by hand it doesn’t have rubber seals around the oven door. This means heat escapes, an inadvertent self-regulation of the fierce oven, warming the kitchen and floor tiles. Not to the same extent as an Aga, but nearly, and certainly enough to warm a hand or cold foot. When I go back to England to visit my parents the first thing I still do is put my bonny bum against the hot front surface of their Aga, in one movement a revisiting of 20another time. Somewhere at the back of their garage under a dust sheet is a ghost, my twelfth, which my dad keeps asking me to deal with. Of the others, at least six must have been reduced to scrap long ago, the first, the third, the steady cooker of my grandparents and the dangerous one in the pub, the microwave. But others must still be working. It is strange to think of these pieces of my life being an important and utilitarian part of other lives, not just as cookers, but anchors, burdens, props, aggravators, soothers, bum warmers, saviours, tools, teachers, pieces of luck.

         What isn’t so good is the position of the Gasfire in this rented flat. Butted up against the worktop it hides the inherited hob, and as it doesn’t have a hood it sends a plume of soot up the white wall behind it, a reminder that cooking is dirty business, but also that there is something inside. If our lease is renewed for another four years, we will have it fitted properly and give it an extractor fan. If the lease isn’t renewed, and assuming it doesn’t explode, my twentieth cooker will become the first cooker in my life that I don’t leave behind. The cooker that is both a combination and accumulation of my lifetime of cookers, my everyday happiness and unhappiness, will move with me, with us, to wherever that may be.
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