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David Shimwell graduated from Durham University with degrees in botany and vegetation ecology and has had a lifelong career researching and lecturing in botant, biogeography and environmental conservation. He has made a study of the Durrell family one of his lifelong passions. As an ecologist and bon viveur, he has designed and led many expeditions to Corfu to find the ‘essence’ of the Durrells through remaining family, friends and the enchanting places they knew so well. As a botanist, his special interest has been the identification and cataloguing of the wild plants in the island used for culinary purposes and in folk medicine.
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Mother Louisa Durrell with Gerry and Leslie. Bournemouth, Spring 1935.




Foreword by Lee Durrell


The assembly, preparation and consumption of meals, from sumptuous feasts to simple fare, were a preoccupation of the Durrell family for over two generations. I was lucky enough to experience what mother handed down to son and am delighted that my wonderful friend, David Shimwell, has described the tradition so enchantingly in this book.


Gerry immortalised his family (and some of the meals they shared) in books, short stories and articles about his childhood in Corfu in the 1930s. David weaves bits of all of these into his tale, as well as prose from Gerry’s brother, Lawrence, and from his mentor, Dr Theodore Stephanides. But the centrepiece is the collection of recipes from Louisa Durrell, innocent and artless matriarch of the family, who nevertheless was its lynchpin.


Very sadly, I never met Louisa, as Gerry and I married fifteen years after she passed away. Nor did I meet brother Leslie, but I came to know Larry and sister Margo very well and had the great privilege of meeting Theodore on several occasions. During my time, Larry would eat frugally and Marg sparingly, while Theodore would show me his microscope slides, including those containing the contents of the ‘Pond Life Sandwich’.


Reading David’s book, however, has unexpectedly brought me closer to my mother-in-law, for much of what Gerry and I shared clearly harked back to Louisa. Many of the words and phrases David uses to describe her dishes and parties conjure up my own vivid images of life with Gerry, from hosting lively gatherings on balmy summer afternoons in Mediterranean climes to tucking into tea and scones suffused with cream and jam at the Ritz. We would serve taramasalata and skordalia as appetisers and take hours over making the ‘small, small tings’ to complement cauldrons of chicken curry (never omitting the crucial ingredients of coconut milk and hard-boiled eggs), all of which elicited enthusiastic noises from appreciative guests. Any curry left over (not likely!) would be used to make ‘curry puffs’ the next day.


A particularly memorable occasion was the party and meal we concocted for one of my birthdays down at Mas Michel – the Mazet – in the 1980s. The Mazet was the old farmhouse near Nîmes where Larry had written most of The Alexandria Quartet and which he sold to Gerry in 1982. It was our bolt-hole from Jersey and the trials and tribulations of trying to save the planet! Our guests included Marg (still living in Bournemouth) and Larry (now living in Sommières, a nearby village), as well as an eclectic assortment of gorgeous friends – artists and poets, builders and businessmen. Gerry had been working all morning on the pièce de résistance – roasted quails encircling the lower elevations of a mountain of saffron rice, crowned by peeled quails’ eggs, the summit dusted with paprika and parsley. Small potatoes and florets of cauliflower and broccoli were embedded in the side of the mountain and the whole was intermingled with sultanas, almonds and pine nuts, lightly bound with cream. He carried out the enormous platter from the kitchen toward the big table under the pergola shaded by ‘grandfather’s beard’, treading carefully and slowly over the uneven stones of the terrace in his habitual soft moccasins, the rice mountain juddering slightly. One false step on this terrace laid by Larry twenty-five years ago … our guests held their collective breath … and erupted in cheers when he made it to the table! What can I say? The meal was worthy of … Louisa!


Finally, I would like to recount briefly my recent visit to Gerry’s birthplace in Jamshedpur. I was leading a wildlife tour in India in 2017, but to be honest, the real reason I wanted to do this was to go to Jamshedpur and see the constructions masterminded by Lawrence Samuel Durrell, Gerry’s father, for Tata Iron & Steel Company, including Beldih House, the modest bungalow where Gerry was born. It is now occupied by the charming family of a senior Tata employee, who served tea and biscuits on the lawn on the day of our visit, and invited us into the cool of the house to escape the excruciating heat. On the lawn and in the house my mind was on Louisa and her indispensable role in the Durrell story. She had been exactly here, cooking and entertaining, with the toddler Gerald at her side, perhaps too young to learn, but at the right age for absorbing scents, tastes, colours, sounds and feelings. These would surface throughout the rest of his life and add immeasurably to his writings and the influence they have had all over the world. 


Lee Durrell, October 2018
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Fiftieth Birthday Portrait of Louisa. Corfu, January 1936.
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An Indian Culinary Heritage: Louisa Dixie-Durrell and her Cuisine
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Wedding of Louisa Florence Dixie and Lawrence Samuel Durrell. Roorkee, November 1910.


middle row left to right: Georgina Dixie/Lawrence Samuel Durrell/Louisa Florence Dixie/Dora Maria Durrell (‘Big Granny’).
 back row left to right: George Dixie (younger brother)/John Dixie (elder brother)/John’s wife/Samuel Amos Durrell.
front row: two of Lawrence Samuel’s sisters, one being Prudence (Aunt Prue)


Louisa’s father, George Dixie, had died in 1907 and she was given away by her favourite brother, John.





 


 


 


 


A Word in Advance


Let us begin the story in the summer of 1935 when the Durrell family had become established in the Strawberry-Pink Villa in the village of Perama, some three kilometres to the south of Corfu Town. Larry, the eldest son, was 23 and had begun to work on his latest piece of literary genius; Leslie was 19 and in the process of testing his collection of revolvers; at 18, Margo had taken to sunbathing in the olive groves, attired in a very skimpy swimsuit; and Gerry, being of the tender and impressionable age of 10, was discovering the entomological delights of the garden and its surrounds, a country he had labelled a miniature Lilliput. Then there was Louisa Durrell, the mother of the four siblings who could never remember the date of her birth and always insisted that it should be pointed out to anyone who might enquire that she was a widow, for as she so penetratingly observed, you never knew what people might think. She had her own special interests to help her come to terms with her new surroundings.


In between keeping a watchful eye on us all, Mother was settling down in her own way. The house was redolent with the scents of herbs and the sharp tang of garlic and onions, and the kitchen was full of a bubbling selection of pots, among which she moved, spectacles askew, muttering to herself. On the table was a tottering pile of books which she consulted from time to time. When she could drag herself away from the kitchen, she would drift happily about the garden, reluctantly pruning and cutting, enthusiastically weeding and planting.


She had steered her family through an unsettled and nomadic existence over the past seven years since her husband’s death of a cerebral haemorrhage in the hill station sanatorium of Dalhousie in the mountains of Himachal Pradesh, India, on 16 April 1928, aged 43. After his burial in the British Cemetery there, she had sold the bungalow in Jamshedpur and moved the family to England, to live in the eight-bedroomed house at Dulwich, a property her husband had purchased in the summer of 1926. She was destined never to return to India, the country of her birth. The house soon proved to be far too large and its management and upkeep a drain on her financial resources, so Louisa sold it at the end of 1929, moving to rooms in the annex of the Queen’s Hotel in the London suburb of Upper Norwood. Two years later, she moved her family out of the London suburbs in 1931 when she purchased a house in the village of Parkstone, five kilometres west of the southern English coastal town of Bournemouth. It was apparently here that the decision to move to Corfu was made in October 1934, after she had put the house on the market and moved the family yet again, this time into a boarding house in Bournemouth in preparation for a migration to Corfu early in 1935. 


The family discussion is described in My Family and Other Animals in the chapter entitled ‘The Migration’, wherein Larry makes uncomplimentary observations on the appearance and demeanour of his mother – that she was ‘looking more decrepit and hag-ridden every day’. 


Mother peered over the top of a large volume entitled Easy Recipes from Rajputana. 


‘Indeed, I’m not,’ she said indignantly. 


‘You are,’ Larry insisted; ‘you’re beginning to look like an Irish washerwoman … and your family looks like a series of illustrations from a medical encyclopaedia.’


Mother could think of no really crushing reply to this, so she contented herself with a glare before retreating once more behind her book …


‘What we all need,’ said Larry, getting into his stride again, ‘is sunshine … a country where we can grow.’ 


‘Yes, dear, that would be nice,’ agreed Mother, not really listening.


‘I had a letter from George this morning – he says Corfu’s wonderful. Why don’t we pack up and go to Greece?’


‘Very well, dear, if you like,’ said Mother unguardedly. Where Larry was concerned she was generally very careful not to commit herself.


‘When?’ asked Larry, rather surprised at this cooperation. 


Mother, perceiving that she had made a tactical error, cautiously lowered Easy Recipes from Rajputana.


It seems that Louisa’s preoccupation with Indian cuisine was the clinching factor behind the decision to move to Corfu, and it was destined to be a predominant preoccupation for the time that she and her family spent in Corfu and for the rest of her life. The ‘tottering pile of cookbooks’ referred to in the first extract quoted above and transcribed as an Appendix to this book, is preserved in Louisa’s Cookery Archive, at Les Augrès Manor in Jersey, a unique collection which indicates that individual items, be they handwritten manuscripts or printed texts, range in date from 1887 to 1962, beginning with expressions of the cuisine of the British Raj, augmented by later English and Greek additions, from southern England and the Ionian island of Corfu. Alas, the apparently influential cookbook bearing the title of Easy Recipes from Rajputana is not archived; and nor is the mammoth cookery book entitled A Million Mouthwatering Oriental Recipes which Louisa allegedly received in her mail in the second paragraph of ‘The Merriment of Friendship’, the final chapter in The Garden of the Gods. It seems that neither title ever existed and that both were figments of Gerry’s artistic licence. 


Let us present a context for Louisa’s culinary and entertainment skills from the descriptions of her spectacular parties in Corfu. in Chapter 6, ‘The Royal Occasion’, in The Garden of the Gods, when King George II of Greece paid a brief visit to the island, Gerry quoted his mother’s immediate reaction: ‘There’ll be all sorts of parties and things, I suppose … When we were in India we always had parties during the durbar.’ She referred to the frequent public receptions given by an Indian prince, a British regional governor, or the viceroy for a visiting monarch. The Durrell family did not throw a party for the Greek king, but they did present their own version of a durbar later in the year and they actually employed the king’s butler from the palace at Mon Repos. Gerry begins Chapter 8, ‘The Merriment of Friendship’ with: ‘It was towards the end of summer that we held what came to be known as our Indian party.’ This last chapter in The Corfu Trilogy is sheer delight and the description of the fare a sublimation of Louisa’s culinary art.


At last everything was ready. The sliding doors between the dining room and drawing room had been pulled back and the vast room thus formed was a riot of flowers, balloons and paintings, the long tables with their frost-white cloths sparkling with silver, the side tables groaning under the weight of the cold dishes. A suckling pig, brown and polished as a mummy, with an orange in his mouth, lay beside a haunch of wild boar, sticky with wine and honey marinade, thick with pearls of garlic and the round seeds of coriander; a bank of biscuit-brown chickens and young turkeys was interspersed with wild duck stuffed with wild rice, almonds and sultanas, and woodcock skewered on lengths of bamboo; mounds of saffron rice, yellow as a summer moon, were treasure-troves that made one feel like an archaeologist, so thickly were they encrusted with fragile pink strips of octopus, toasted almonds and walnuts, tiny green grapes, carunculated hunks of ginger and pine seeds. The kefalia I had brought from the lake were now browned and charcoal blistered, gleaming in a coating of oil and lemon juice, spattered with jade-green flecks of fennel; they lay in ranks on the huge plates, looking like a flotilla of strange boats tied up in harbour.


Interspersed with all this were plates of small things – crystallized orange and lemon rind, sweet corn, flat thin oat cakes gleaming with diamonds of sea salt; chutney and pickles in a dozen colours and smells and tastes to tantalize and sooth the taste buds. Here was the peak of culinary art – here a hundred strange roots and seeds had given up their sweet essence; vegetables and fruits had sacrificed their rinds and flesh to wash the fowl and the fish in layers of delicately scented gravies and marinades. The stomach twitched at this bank of edible colour and smell …


Perhaps the most important feature of Louisa Durrell’s life in India was her breadth of geographical experience of the subcontinent and the differences in its regional cuisines. The nature of her father’s job in navigation engineering and husband’s job as a railway engineer imparted to her a unique experience of India in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and a breadth of understanding of the country greater than most other women of her generation. Let us look closer at the nature of these experiences.


The Dixies of Roorkee and the Military Durrells


Mother Durrell as referred to in The Corfu Trilogy was born Louisa Florence Dixie in the town of Roorkee (Rourki), in the North-West Provinces of northern India on 16 January 1886, the daughter of Irish Protestant parents. In the Durrell Archives at Les Augrès Manor, Jersey, there is a partial genealogy of the first three generations of the Dixie family to suggest its origin with Louisa’s grandfather, John Dixie (1819–1856), who had emigrated to Delhi during the ravages of the Irish Potato Famine (Great Hunger), 1845–52. It was there that he married Johanna Doherty and in 1847, took a job as a navigation engineer for the East India Company on its major Upper Ganges Canal Irrigation project at Roorkee where the family was destined to put down its roots. 


One of the main obstacles of the Upper Ganges Irrigation Project was centred in the vicinity of the town of Roorkee where the fall of the river was so sharp that it necessitated the construction of an aqueduct to carry the water downstream for 500 metres. Because of its reputation as a major symbol of British dominance in the subcontinent, the engineering works at Roorkee were identified as a leading potential target during the 1857 Indian Rebellion (Mutiny), in spite of the fact that the town was from 1853 – and remains until today – the headquarters of the regiment known as the Bengal Sappers. The town was on high alert and there is a strong Durrell family tradition, alluded to by Lawrence in his memoirs, that grandmother Johanna Dixie sat on the veranda of her bungalow with a loaded rifle on her lap, protecting her three children, Charlotte (11), Mary Ann (7) and George (2), the latter destined to become the father of Louisa.


Louisa’s father, George Dixie (1855–1907), received a good education and his career prospered as the grand irrigation scheme, initially sponsored by the East India Company, was taken over by the administration of the British Empire and eventually grew to irrigate 767,000 acres in 5000 villages. It was in Roorkee that the Thomason College of Civil Engineering was founded in 1847 and the Canal Workshop and Foundry established in 1852. George progressed to become head clerk and accountant of the Ganges Canal Foundry in the town, clearly a position of elevated status in the middle stratum of society of the British Raj. In 1881, he married Georgina Nimmo Boustred and the marriage yielded three sons and one daughter. It was here that Louisa met her husband-to-be, Lawrence Samuel Durrell, a young railway engineer who had learned the practical experience of his trade working for the North-West Railway in Lahore, rising to the position of overseer in 1908 at the bridge over the River Sutlej, near Jullundur (Jalandhar). To further his career through the acquisition of a professional qualification, he had enrolled at the College of Civil Engineering in Roorkee in 1909 and the following year he married Louisa. She was 24 years of age and he was two years older. What kind of a man was he and what was his family background?


The Durrell family connection with the Indian subcontinent had begun when Samuel Amos Durrell, the grandfather of the four Durrell siblings who lived in Corfu from 1935 to 1939, enlisted in the Royal Artillery (Garrison & Field Artillery), 11th Brigade (E Battery) based at Newport, Isle of Wight in 1873. By March 1874, he was en route for India to begin a military career which was destined to last for almost forty years, during which time he was to see active service in the Second Afghan War and the Boxer Rebellion in China. His Brigade and Battery were stationed in Allahabad in the North-West Provinces (now in Uttar Pradesh State) during 1875–1877 before being sent to take part in the Second Afghan War from 1878 to 1880. 


In 1883 Samuel Amos Durrell married Dora Maria Johnstone (1862–1943), the daughter of a sergeant-major in the Royal Horse Brigade, in Lucknow (North-West Provinces). She was destined to become known as ‘Big Granny’ by her grandchildren from the 1920s onwards. When their first son, Lawrence Samuel Durrell, father of the four Corfu siblings, was born on 23 September 1884, Samuel Amos was Conductor of Ordnance at Fategarh on the River Ganges, but not for long. Major upheavals came in 1885 when Samuel Amos was appointed Conductor of Ordnance at Ishapur (Ishapore) Gun & Carriage Factory, outside Calcutta in West Bengal, and seven years later in 1892, when the family was uprooted again, this time some 1180 miles across the breadth of India for Samuel Amos to take up a similar post as Conductor of Ordnance at Ferozepore (Firozpur), Punjab (India), probably with the 51st Sikh Regiment. It was in the Punjab that the family was to be based for the longest period of time, almost fourteen years, from 1892 to 1905, and it was here that Lawrence Samuel gained his first taste of engineering, as an apprentice in the employ of the North-West Railway in Lahore. Big Granny Dora followed her husband wherever he was based and, no doubt, built up a breadth of geographical expertise in the cuisine of the Indian subcontinent from the Punjab to Bengal.


The Travels of a Railway Engineer and his Family


Gerald’s father, Lawrence Samuel, became a railway engineer and Louisa gave birth to their four children in diverse parts of the Indian subcontinent wherever their father was employed. Lawrence George (Larry, 1912–1990) was born in Jullundur in the Indian state of Punjab when his father was working for the North-West Railway Company; Margery Ruth was born in November 1915, apparently also in Jullundur, but alas, she died in infancy of diphtheria. Father Lawrence Samuel moved across to the far eastern region to work, now Bangladesh, for the Mymensingh-Bhairab Bazar Railway Company, which was under construction from 1912 to 1918. It was during this contract that Leslie (1917–1983) was born, in either Kishoreganj or Bhairab Bazar. Father then moved on to another contract and Margaret Isabel Mabel (Margo, 1919–2007) was born in Kurseong in the Darjeeling District when her father was Chief Engineer for the Darjeeling Himalayan Railway. The youngest, Gerald Malcolm (Gerry) was born later in Jamshedpur on 7 January in 1925.


Louisa talked enthusiastically about these times when one of Larry’s friends, Prince Jeejeebhoy, came to stay. Their conversation began with a discussion of the Indian class and caste system and perspectives from the wife of a chief engineer during his travels across the subcontinent. Gerry records the details in Chapter 5, ‘Fakirs and Fiestas,’ in The Garden of the Gods:


It was Mother that Jeejee really charmed into submission, for not only did he have endless mouth-watering recipes for her to write down and a fund of folklore and ghost stories, but his visit enabled Mother to talk endlessly about India, where she had been born and bred and which she considered her real home …


‘India must have been fascinating then,’ said Jeejeebuoy, ‘because, unlike most Europeans, you were part of the country.’ 


‘Oh yes,’ said Mother, ‘even my grandmother was born there. When most people talked of home and meant England, when we said home we meant India.’ 


‘You must have travelled extensively,’ said Jeejee enviously. ‘I suppose you’ve seen more of my country than I have.’


‘Practically every nook and cranny,’ said Mother. ‘My husband being a civil engineer, of course, he had to travel. I always used to go with him. If he had to build a bridge or a railway right out in the jungle, I’d go with him and we’d camp.’


At this point the various members of the family joined the conversation and proceeded to quiz Mother about her camping experiences, poking fun at the rather exotic, ‘glamping’ lifestyle with three marquees, carpets and furniture, set out as bedroom, dining room and drawing room. Mother was quick to put the experience into perspective.


‘It was right out in the jungle. We could hear tigers and all the servants were terrified. Once they killed a cobra under the dining table.’


In spite of her travels in diverse regions of the Indian subcontinent, the glamping did not seem to lend itself to much culinary experimentation or the acquisition of recipes for regional specialities, except perhaps, in one instance. Gerry tells of his mother falling into raptures over the receipt of a mammoth cookery book, A Million Mouthwatering Oriental Recipes, that had just arrived in the post. In the final chapter of The Garden of the Gods, ‘The Merriment of Friendship’, he recorded: 


‘Madras Marvels!’ she exclaimed delightedly. ‘Oh, they’re lovely. I remember them, they were a favourite of your father’s when we lived in Darjeeling.’


Settling in Bengal


In 1920, father Lawrence founded his own engineering company in the vicinity of the village of Sakchi, which had been renamed in 1919 by Viscount Chelmsford, Viceroy of India from 1916 to 1921, as Jamshedpur, to mark the influence of Jamshetji Tata (1839–1904), industrialist, nationalist and philanthropist, on the creation of the new industrial boomtown. The Tata Iron & Steel Company had been founded here in 1907 by his son Dorab Tata and since the first ingot had rolled off the mill in 1912, industrial development had been almost exponential. Lawrence recognised the potential employment opportunities in the area and took the decision to change his engineering interests from railway construction to general industrial engineering construction, undertaking contractual work for the Tata Company and constructing premises for the Tinplate Company of India, Enamelled Ironware Company and the Indian Cable Company.
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