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Dramatis Personae

THE ASHEROFFS
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Shulamit Asheroff married Yitzhak Mizrahi 

Their children: three daughters and a son, including Ilana 

Ilana Efrati married Shlomo Rosenboim 

Their daughter: Or Rosenboim

THE MIZRAHIS, LATER EFRATIS

Yehezkel Mizrahi married Joya Ben-Naim

Their children: Luna, Yitzhak, Shmuel

THE ADIRIMS

Hirsch Adirim married Gena-Rivka Kristal

Their children: nine sons and daughters including Abram 

Abram Adirim married Esther Simanowitsch 

Their children: Selik, Hirsch, Haja, Leib, Scheina, Roha-Taube (Tova), Luba, Sima

Selik Adirim married Sara Katz

Their children: Hatzkel and Taube-Mere

Hirsch Adirim married Sara Goldschmit

Their children: Schmuel, Brocha, Isak

Haja Adirim married Mr Brenaizin

Scheina Adirim married first Max, second Robert Feinson

Her children:

With Max, Sima

With Robert, Ilana and Bella

Roha-Taube (Tova) Adirim married Isaac Rosenboim

Their children: A daughter and two sons, including Shlomo






Preface

EATING IS THE MOST EVOCATIVE EXPERIENCE. MEMORIES are grounded in flavours and scents that bring back the sight of familiar streets, treasured relatives, shared happiness. For migrants forced to leave behind their material possessions in search of a new home, recipes are often the only link to the lost homeland. In my family, cooking was a way to share a history that often could not be put into words. When we ate together, each dish invited me to discover a place, a time, an emotion.

As an only child of two working parents, I used to spend a lot of time with my grandparents. Every day, when I returned home from school, my grandmother Tova would wait for me by the kitchen table with a hot meal: orange-bright carrots tzimmes in a thick caramel sauce, round kneidlach balls in hot chicken broth, or cinnamon-scented noodle kugel. ‘You cannot live off air and love alone,’ Grandma Tova would say, ‘you need food!’, and she would load another serving of carrot and cabbage salad onto my plate. Once a week, I went to visit my other grandparents. Grandma Shulamit would cook a herby green rice called oshi-bakhsh with a squeeze of fresh lemon juice, or golden osh-palao rice dotted with raisins, almonds and carrots. My grandfather Yitzhak would offer me a spoonful of ‘Turkish salad’ of red peppers and aubergine in hot tomato sauce, directly from the pot, or a slice of rich buttery almond and walnut cake.

In 2017, both Tova and Shulamit died, decades after their husbands. Sitting in my kitchen in London, I opened up the yellowing notebook in which I had collected their recipes, and I started to cook. I stuffed quinces with scented green rice, fried crisp and creamy cheese blintzes and baked airy lemon tortes. I stuffed and rolled tangy vine leaves and cooked thick white bean and tomato soup. This combination of global recipes is not unheard of. In fact, Israeli and Jewish families are often a mix-up of diasporas, each bringing along to the match its own culinary legacy. But every eclectic combination is particular; mine unfolded a history of continuous displacement. As I stood there in my kitchen, missing the long afternoons spent cooking and eating with my grandparents, I became curious about the origins of the dishes I loved to eat. My family’s food did not represent the culinary traditions of one place: it was the food of the road. As every generation moved from one place to another, their food was a mixture of inherited and borrowed flavours, techniques and ingredients that reflect the inevitable transnational and transcultural reality of those who have lived ‘in between’.

Air and Love is a book about displacement, belonging and food. My family’s recipes guided my historical investigation of the migration routes of my ancestors, across Central Asia, Northern Europe and the Mediterranean. The stories that I uncovered recounted the lives of people who are rarely remembered, because they left but a few documents to record their existence. Yet, as I continued to explore their past, it became apparent that their individual stories of displacement were part of larger flows of people who sought their futures elsewhere in agitated times. The stories of these families reveal a crack in the history of the modern world.

The heroes of my story are the women and men of three families, Asheroff, Mizrahi-Efrati and Adirim, whose destinies crossed paths in Central Asia and Palestine during the turbulent nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The Asheroffs were merchants who travelled from Samarkand in Central Asia to Palestine, the Mizrahi-Efrati family moved around the eastern Mediterranean, and the Adirim family escaped from Riga, via Central Asia again, to Tel Aviv. Their stories extend through time and space, starting in 1863 with the birth of Zion Asheroff in Samarkand and ending – temporarily – today in the London kitchen of his great-great-granddaughter, me.

My ancestors were not the major players in global events, and their stories were largely left at the margins of history. They were, in their own different ways, ordinary people who lived in extraordinary times. A few of them were important community leaders, like my great-great-grandfather Zion Asheroff. Others, like my great-grandmother Joya Mizrahi, lived a much more private existence. Some, like my grandmother Tova Adirim, showed unusual bravery in a time of great suffering. What unites these unsung heroes are the life-changing histories of displacement that they lived through, which filtered into the food they cooked for their families and into the recipes that became their legacy. Together, their stories tell a different history of the modern world, shaped by familial bonds, personal relations, memories and emotions.

Air and Love is a history of the modern world in which migration is the rule rather than the exception. My ancestors travelled to do business, to see the holy city of Jerusalem, to pursue adventures or to start a better life. Moving around was, for them, normal life. Jewish migrants like my ancestors created strong cultural, economic and political bonds that connected the Russian, British, Ottoman and Habsburg empires. After imperial dismemberment, these territories were divided into dozens of new nation-states. Today, people rarely notice the important threads linking Samarkand, Jerusalem and Riga, cities that appear to belong to completely different cultural, geographical and political spheres. These cities were, nonetheless, part of an interconnected trans-imperial world, a world that anticipated many of the cultural and economic aspects of contemporary globalization. The stories of my family’s past migrations show the importance of these forgotten connections that forged a world of diversity and plurality, a world where people could feel at home in multiple places.

After the First World War, with the rise of nationalist and xenophobic ideologies, states started to monitor and close their borders. Stricter criteria for citizenship and residence expressed a hostility towards ‘foreigners’: migrants, refugees and anyone who supposedly belonged ‘elsewhere’. Despite these limitations on migration, during the Second World War the ancient amber, silk and spice routes were revived by flows of people escaping violence and persecution. Millions, my family among them, were forced to seek a new home. Then as now, mobility rendered people particularly vulnerable to all sort of harm: bureaucratic cruelty, violent attacks, hunger and disease. In my family, stories of salvation through displacement were intertwined with traumatic memories of grief for lost children or relatives left behind.

After 1945, new international organizations were set up to repatriate or resettle millions of people. New legal treaties and agreements defined the rights of migrants, displaced persons or stateless people, refugees and asylum seekers, as states sought to limit and control cross-border mobility. Mass migration became the phenomenon that defined the modern world.

Writing the history of migrants from their own viewpoint is not easy. I could find barely an echo of the lives of my ancestors in state archives. Only a few letters, memoirs and diaries survived. Without documents, their thoughts and opinions seemed unreachable. While I was eventually able to find some official and personal writings by the men of the family, I was lost when it came to documenting the lives of the women. Lacking the usual archival evidence that launches historical studies, my enquiry took a different path, and I attempted to reconstruct the story of these women and men through the food that they used to cook and eat. My ancestors left a lasting legacy in the form of a collection of flavours, techniques and ingredients: a dense groats soup, a creamy potato salad with home-made pickles, delicate dumplings floating in a rich soup. Their recipes became coordinates on the migration map that guides this book.

For generations, women cooked, whether they enjoyed it or not. They inherited unwritten knowledge, skills and recipes from their mothers and passed them on to their daughters. Some felt emancipated by hiring a cook or eating out or buying prepared food. But making food also gave them an opportunity to establish their own place in an unstable world, a world in which their stories would otherwise be left in the margins. It was their way to find a place in history. The protagonists of my story, Tova, Shulamit, Zoulay, Esther, Joya and Batya-Hannah, live on in the memory of those who knew them, and in the recipes for the food they used to cook.

Tracing the histories of these women turned out to be challenging not only due to the lack of historical sources, but also because a matrilineal family history is necessarily complicated by name changes. In every generation women took their husband’s last name: my paternal great-grandmother Esther Simanowitsch became Esther Adirim, and her daughter Tova (who would become my grandmother) changed her last name to Rosenboim. Sometimes, a newlywed couple simply invented a new family name to mark a fresh start, as was the case of my maternal grandparents, Yitzhak and Shulamit, who swapped Mizrahi for Efrati. Others changed their name to please a new ruler, like the Asher family who became Asheroff after the Russian Empire conquered their city, Samarkand. In addition, many of the people I describe here changed their first names too, willingly or not: Batya was renamed Hannah after she recovered from a severe illness, and Tova was born Roha-Taube but was renamed by immigration clerks upon arrival in Israel, just like Joya, who was given the Hebrew name Margalit. The elusive lives of these women sometimes feel like almost intentional attempts to escape historical investigation, but they also reflect the invisibility of women in history and the malleability of existence in displacement.

THERE ARE FOUR TALES IN THIS BOOK, AND EACH TAKES the reader on a journey alongside one branch of my family tree to less-known culinary destinations in some of the most beautiful parts of the earth: golden deserts and ice-blue seas, dark forests and ancient cities. Often, these places are described as seen through the eyes of Western explorers and adventurers. But here I will tell their histories through the eyes of those who lived there, and especially those who lived and left.

The first journey in the book (chapters 1–5) accompanies the Asheroff family on their route from Samarkand to Jerusalem and Petah Tikva. It starts with the discovery of a memoir by my great-great-grandfather Zion Asher, later Asheroff, who travelled back and forth between Samarkand and Jerusalem from the 1870s until the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. I then focus on two women, my great-grandmother Zoulay and her mother-in-law Batya-Hannah, whose cooking sought to preserve the traditional flavours of Samarkand even in their new homes in the Middle East.

The second journey (chapters 6–7) is a Mediterranean tale exploring the family history of my grandfather, Yitzhak Efrati, who was always reluctant to talk about his past. His parents, Joya Ben-Naim and Yehezkel Mizrahi, met in Jerusalem, but their families have long been Mediterranean people, travelling between the shores of North Africa and Southern Europe, and embracing the local culinary traditions as their own. As successful cosmopolitan merchants, they moved around the Ottoman Empire with ease, until the First World War transformed their lives. Their food, which Yitzhak lovingly shared with me, was a testimony to the rich and hybrid lives of migrants and travellers before the age of the nation-state.

The third journey (chapters 8–10) begins in Riga, a modern metropolis by the Baltic Sea, and then continues south via Gorky to Leninabad in Tajikistan. On a late June day in 1941, just days before the Nazis invaded Riga, my grandmother Taube (Tova) Adirim persuaded her mother Esther and her sisters to take the last train to Russia. This was the beginning of their dramatic journey to salvation. The fertile lands of Central Asia were not only a promise of food in times of hunger and persecution, but also a fascinating crossroads of cultures and flavours that Tova would never forget.

The fourth journey of the book (chapters 11–12) takes place in different parts of Tel Aviv, where the different branches of my family were united. By 1950, displacement was replaced by stability. In a proletarian neighbourhood in the city’s south-east, Tova and her husband Isaac settled down in their new home after almost a decade as refugees. In her kitchen, Tova would recreate the flavours of Riga, while discovering new Mediterranean ingredients. In the northern part of town, Shulamit and Yitzhak wanted to fit into the new Israeli society, turning away from the food of Samarkand and embracing recipes that they considered to be ‘local’.

Mobility now seemed to be part of the past, with the present offering a new sense of belonging. The newly arrived immigrants Tova and Isaac never returned to the homes they had left behind, and the Jerusalem-born Shulamit and Yitzhak did not even travel abroad until much later. They simply wanted to raise a family, make a living, have a home of their own and put food on the table. For them, home was the place where they could just get on with their lives.

Like most Israelis in the 1950s and 1960s, my family struggled to connect their own newly acquired stability with the tragic losses suffered by the people who had inhabited that part of the world before 1948. Although this silence about the destiny of Palestinian refugees is frustrating, it was hardly unusual or exceptional – then as now. At the family dinner table or with friends, Arab Palestinians were seldom discussed: there wasn’t any explicit hatred towards them, nor any awareness of their forced displacement. Palestinian refugees were largely absent from mainstream Israeli political debates, even though the Israeli landscape abounded with evidence of the local Arab society that was no longer there. The experience of migration in itself does not automatically generate solidarity with other displaced persons. But sometimes, instinctive empathy to common suffering can create a new historical awareness. As my grandmother Tova and I watched on the TV thousands of Syrian refugees escaping the country during the 2011 civil war, she sighed and said, ‘They are just as miserable as we were.’

THE PASSAGE OF TIME IS A NECESSARY ELEMENT IN THE making of migrant cuisine. The gap between the country of origin and the destination becomes not only geographical but also temporal. For first-generation migrants, the culinary memory is a return to childhood, to the tastes and aromas of days past. But second-, third- and even fourth-generation migrants who continue cooking these recipes often express a nostalgic desire to return to an ancient era before their lifetime, to a place where they never lived and perhaps have never even visited. For this reason, the food of migrants cannot be ‘authentic’: it cannot have undisputed origins. Rather, it expresses a sensitivity to the impermanence of things; it sanctifies fragments and changes. It is a way of eating and cooking that assumes that identity and belonging are inherently flexible and open to interpretations.

In migrants’ cuisines, meals become multi-sensory bridges between places, the lost home and the new one. The way we eat reflects a creative culinary encounter. The Asheroff family cooked a mixture of different cuisines, concocted during the migration journey between Samarkand and Odessa, and from there to Jerusalem, Petah Tikva and the Shapira neighbourhood in south Tel Aviv. It was not exactly what one might eat in any of those places, but a particular combination of them all.

As much as I sought to reproduce the flavours as I remembered them, I had to accept that the way I cook my family’s recipes is inevitably different from the way my grandmothers used to cook; not better or worse, simply different. I understood that the original taste of their dishes had disappeared a long time ago, but I didn’t want to look for ‘authentic’ recipes, the only true way of making a specific dish. Instead I was interested in the variations, in the specific and personal interpretations that appeared along the routes of displacement. Without nostalgia or homesickness, my dinners captured an elusive sense of belonging and preserved some of the generosity, compassion and comfort of our family meals together, even though I am far away. The recipes included in the book are an invitation to discover the life of people on the move, taste their memories, and create new ones.







Chapter 1


THE ROAD TRIPS OF ZION ASHEROFF, 1875–1882



IN THE UNOFFICIAL ‘WHO’S WHO’ OF THE JEWISH community of Samarkand, Zion Asher is reverently described as a devout Jew, a successful merchant and a respectable haji, a pilgrim to Jerusalem. 1 Born in 1863 in Samarkand, Zion died in Tel Aviv in 1959. In old age, he wrote a memoir that was kept in the family after his death, but it eventually disappeared. I saw it only once, in an exhibition at the Diaspora Museum in Tel Aviv; a red notebook with yellowing pages full of a mysterious script, similar to Hebrew yet indecipherable. It was written in a Jewish-Tajik dialect, a dying language that only a very few people speak today and which almost no one can read. By chance, I discovered that the handwritten manuscript itself had been taken away from the family by an amateur historian who refused to return it, despite his inability to decipher or understand the complicated text. I gave it up for lost.

Two years ago, I received an email from Zion’s only living granddaughter, my great-aunt Edna, who told me that years ago she had translated half of the memoir into Hebrew. ‘Perhaps you wanted to read it?’ She also had a copy of the untranslated second half and hoped I could find a translator. It took me more than a year to find one, a scholar based in Teheran who could read the text and translate it into English. When the file landed in my inbox, it opened a door to the life of my forgotten – yet most extraordinary – ancestor. The enigmatic title, ‘Zion’s Sorrows’, only added to my curiosity.

Zion’s story reflected a world in constant flux. When he was born, Samarkand was still ruled by the Manghud emirs of Bukhara. He lived to see his city conquered by the Russian Empire and invaded by Bolshevik revolutionaries. By the time of his death, Samarkand was part of a new Soviet Republic, Uzbekistan, but by then he had been living for a quarter of a century in the Middle East, where he witnessed the foundation of the State of Israel. For almost a hundred years, Zion lived in the shadow of dramatic transformations over which he had no control. His response to the constant global crises was often a change of scene.

Over the years, Zion made travelling a habit, a second nature that later turned out to be an immigrant’s life-saving hunch. His memoir reads like a travel journal, tracing journeys between the cities of the Russian and Ottoman empires, moving back and forth between Samarkand and Jerusalem, embracing displacement as the only way to thrive in an unstable world. There was nothing unusual in getting up one day, packing his belongings and setting off to Istanbul, Kokand, Orenburg or Moscow, thousands of miles away. The urge to discover the world beyond his small native city is, perhaps, what appeals to me most in his story. Anywhere he went, he lived like a local. He learned Hebrew, Persian, Russian and, later, French and Arabic to feel at home in the world. One family rumour – which I want to believe – has it that travelling on his own made him a great cook. Oblivious to modern comforts, he was at ease in a tent by an ice-cold river, or in a train station in Moscow, or in his expansive family house in old Samarkand. I envy his cool-headedness and sense of adventure, which vastly exceeded those of his less ambitious descendants.

Reading his words, I felt that I knew this distant man better than many other relatives that I had actually met. While the photos I have of Zion depict a self-consciously serious heavily bearded patriarch, his writing brings to life an exuberant youth who looked at life with generosity and tenderness. He was the kind of man I would want to meet in a faraway chai-khana, the Central Asian outdoor tea house, a man to share a meal with. Zion rarely described the places he visited or lived in, however. Instead, he wrote an unexpectedly sentimental history of his family’s rifts and joys, peppered with reminiscences of food eaten and people encountered on the road. He wrote almost nothing about the sights and buildings of Istanbul, but described in detail the time when his cousin there tried to rob him of a large pile of banknotes and a bag of musk. There are few descriptions of the caravan route from Odessa to Tashkent, but a lengthy account of the food he bought, sold and cooked, dishes that got him a free ride across the desert, or saved his wife’s life.

Zion’s story starts with a feast: a family gathering in Samarkand to celebrate his birth. The firstborn of Abraham and Tova Asher arrived into the world on a summer day, and the desert heat made any food but fruit unbearable. The old city of Samarkand, once a thriving imperial capital, was reduced in the nineteenth century to a small town surrounded by ancient ruins, orchards and fields watered by the desert oases. The proud father wanted to offer the guests luscious plates of fresh fruit, but all crops in Samarkand that year were rotten: the winter frost had left its mark on the city’s legendary peaches and apricots; they had fallen off the trees before they could ripen. The customary celebration was more than a family gathering, it was a symbolic event that would mark the child’s destiny: it was no good to start one’s life with rotten fruit.

The young father sent envoys across the river and over the mountains to Afghanistan, and they returned carrying five kinds of fruit: white melons and purple plums, juicy peaches with bright orange pulp, blood-red watermelons and succulent black mulberries. The mother’s family also sent gifts of rolls of dark, translucent apricot paste, a summer sweet that absorbed the hot sun of the desert and the dense flavours of the fruit. The feast would bless the baby’s life with abundance, sweetness and luck.
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APRICOT PASTE

(lavashak in Russian, or ‘leather’)

Pit and halve 1kg fresh ripe apricots. Crush into a smooth paste (by hand or using a blender). If the apricots are not very sweet, add 3–4 tablespoons of caster sugar. Line a large tin with non-stick baking paper, and spread it with a thin layer of the puree. Leave to dry for 2–3 days (or longer if needed) in the hot summer sun until the centre is no longer sticky. Don’t leave the tray outside at night. If the weather is not hot enough, bake the apricot puree in a preheated oven, at 90°C (gas mark ¼) for an hour and a half, or until firm and dry.
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ZION GREW UP IN A SMALL HOUSE IN THE JEWISH QUARTER of Samarkand, the Mahalla-i Yahudiyan, a gated labyrinth of unpaved streets, narrow alleys and courtyards tucked between the Registan, the square at the heart of the old city, and the Muslim cemetery of Shah-i Zindah.2 Today, most of the Jewish residents of Samarkand have long gone, but once, this was a thriving neighbourhood made of generously proportioned houses, kept away from public eyes by high walls. Zion’s childhood home was a simple Tajik-style single-storey building that surrounded a courtyard with a fruit orchard, a vine canopy and a well for water. Indoors, there were handmade carpets, colourful silk pillows and beautiful suzani embroideries that the women of the family typically produced at home.

Zion’s early years were marked by the tsarist empire’s military campaign in Central Asia. According to Russian politicians and the press, the colonization of the region would liberate its inhabitants from Muslim ‘despotism’ by introducing them to the realm of European civilization. Despite these claims, the war was motivated by diverse and at times contradictory interests of international prestige, economic gain and territorial expansion.3 The victory was not immediate, and the local population ferociously resisted the Russian imperial army. Yet the resistance was short-lived, and eventually there was little doubt that the tsarist army, led by the future governor of the new Russian province of Turkestan, General von Kaufmann, would capture Samarkand and rule over the region.4 At first, little seemed to have changed: Samarkand remained formally governed by the emir of Bukhara, who operated under Russian supervision. Yet, slowly, Samarkand was absorbed into the imperial commercial and economic sphere, launching a golden age of prosperity and rights for Jewish merchants like the Ashers.

Although Zion later described the arrival of the Russians as a ‘miracle’, the occupation exacerbated the tensions between Jews and Muslims in Bukhara and Samarkand. The Jewish community, including Zion’s father Abraham, helped the Russians in their war against Muslims, who then accused them of treason and retaliated with violent attacks.5 After Jewish residents complained that their houses were being sacked and burned down by their Muslim neighbours, the Russian soldiers allowed the Jews to loot Muslim shops, which hardly helped restore peace. The Jewish community welcomed von Kaufmann as their liberator and, to show their gratitude, many Jewish merchants Russianized their family names. Zion’s father was now Abraham Asheroff.

The new name reflected Abraham’s ambition to be part of Russian society, and especially to do business. He became a successful merchant exploiting the newly forged transport connections between Moscow and Samarkand to buy and sell silk cloth, food and handwoven carpets. He set up shop in the local bazaar, next to the grazing pasture in the shade of the Registan. Today the shops seem to offer mainly souvenirs for tourists. In Zion’s day they still hosted a lively market that attracted merchants from near and far, but I would not have been invited to browse their merchandise. There were no women among the shopkeepers, customers or idlers who stood around the stalls of fresh and dried melons, handmade silk fabrics and freshly squeezed purple mulberry juice, and only men sat at the local chai-khana.

As a child, Zion helped his father lead his two horses home from the market. It was a short walk, but in his memoir I read how one evening, when Zion was distracted, one of the horses kicked his head so forcefully that for long weeks his injury would not heal. His father called in experts in modern medicine as well as practitioners of ancient potions, who ordered all sorts of treatments, including spreading on the wound the freshly burned ashes of a silk scarf and the dust of a rare mineral, but nothing seemed to help. Abraham made a vow that should his son recover, the family would travel to Jerusalem to give thanks. Five years later, Zion was back on his feet, and Abraham decided to fulfil his promise. In 1875, Zion was ready to embark on his first of many trips across the Russian Empire to the Holy Land.

The wealthy (and less wealthy) merchants of Samarkand had a habit of visiting Jerusalem every few years, often with their families in tow. For a long time, Europeans saw Samarkand as an incredibly remote destination, an exotic trophy for tenacious explorers. But for the local population, there was nothing strange in an annual trip through Russia via the Black Sea to Jerusalem. A holy pilgrimage can easily provide a respectable excuse, if one is ever needed, for an urge to travel. In the opposite direction, a steady flow of religious teachers continued to arrive from Palestine, hoping to revive the spiritual life of the Samarkand community.6 The exceptionality of the Central Asian routes was only in the eyes of the (Western) beholder.

There is, nonetheless, little doubt that journeying in nineteenth-century Central Asia was not for the faint-hearted. The railway did not reach Samarkand until General von Kaufmann inaugurated his much-anticipated trans-Caspian line in 1888, which connected the city to the Caspian Sea in the west. Before that, people moved by horse-drawn cart or wagon, by boat or river raft. The journey could last months, leaving travellers prey to disease, road accidents and gangs of murderous thieves. Travellers usually relied on roadside inns for a night’s hospitality, but Abraham Asheroff had enough friends and relatives along the road who welcomed his family into their homes, so that they never had to sleep in a stranger’s bed.

Zion was about twelve years old when the family left Samarkand, in the late summer of 1875. Years later, in his memoir, he wrote about the trip with the enthusiasm of a child, unflinching in the face of danger and discomfort. I can feel his joy at the rare opportunity to see the world at a time when most of humanity lived in the same village from birth to death. But Zion’s mother, Tova, was expecting another baby when they left Samarkand, and I wonder how keen she would have been to travel into unknown lands on a horse-drawn cart. A week after they set off, the family arrived in Tashkent. There, they stopped for the winter, awaiting the birth of Tova’s fourth child, Eliahu-Zvi.

A century and a half later, I made the same trip in just three hours on the fast train. Yellow sands and green oases quickly shuffled across my compartment’s window, until suburban neighbourhoods appeared alongside the railway. I had to imagine not only the experience of slow travelling along the riverbank, but also the city itself. Tashkent was expanded and rebuilt first by Imperial Russia then by the Soviets, who constructed long residential blocks, highways and underground trains, wide avenues and monumental squares. I had to go into the old city centre, not far from the central market, to see the historical mahallas. The mahalla (Arabic for neighbourhood) is the traditional form of communal living in Central Asia. Today, in the cities of Uzbekistan, it is still possible to see densely populated neighbourhoods of low-rise courtyard houses, freshened by water canals and fruit trees, which might resemble the sights that Zion encountered on his way.7

It would be wrong to assume, however, that Zion Asheroff’s Tashkent was a desolate desert settlement. After just a decade of Russian imperial rule, Tashkent had already emerged as the region’s major political and cultural centre, a wealthy city with more than a hundred thousand residents. Spies, ambassadors, merchants and adventurers sought their luck along its ancient streets, admiring the beauty of its new gilded churches as well as the ancient blue madrassas that rose in the midst of the small white houses, clay huts and market stalls. Today, artists and architects in Tashkent want to preserve the tradition of the mahalla as the true legacy of Central Asia, against the Soviet-built wide avenues and long rows of anonymous proletarian housing blocks.

The cosmopolitan communal life in Tashkent appealed to Zion, who started to feel at home among the Tajiks, Kirgiz, Persians, Jews and Russians who flocked the city. At school that winter he learned Hebrew, Russian and Persian, and in the afternoons he helped sustain the family by working as a translator at the state tribunal. People from all over Russian Turkestan came to plead their cases, and thirteen-year-old Zion listened to the streams of Persian words and repeated their claims in polite, orderly Russian. He had found his place between the old Central Asian world and the new order created by the Russian imperial rulers.

In the spring, the family was on the road again, sailing on a steamboat to Kazakhstan on their way to Orenburg, where Abraham hoped to make good profits selling woollen fabrics he had bought at the Kaminski factory in Akhmachit. On the long journey along the winding river Syr Darya towards the city of Kazaly, Zion excelled in catching large fish. The Syr Darya used to be the largest river in the region, crossing the lands of the Tajiks, Uzbeks and Kazakhs and flowing through the fields into small shining lakes and muddy marshes. It was a thriving source of life in the desert. Wide and shallow, the river wasn’t ideal for sailing (often Zion and his father had to get out of the boat and push) but it was perfect for fishing: carp and catfish, barbel and pike, perch and eastern bream were all common species in the river’s waters; you could just reach your hand in and take them.8

In the Soviet era, anyone who lived along the Syr Darya ate fish. Indeed, they fished so intensively that many species became extinct, especially after the river’s waters were redirected to irrigation canals for the Soviet cotton fields. But in the nineteenth century, Muslims tended to consider fish a food fit only for the poor, who would walk into the shallow ice-cold water in the hope of catching a free lunch. It was true: river fish were cheap, nutritious and plentiful, unlike mutton or chickens, which had to be fed and nurtured for a long time before their meat could be served at the dinner table. But not everyone knew how to cook fish well. Local Jewish communities typically ate their fish fried with a cold watery sauce of parsley and garlic, or, on holidays, stuffed with herbs and garlic and cooked in its own sauce, a sort of Central Asian gefilte fish with an intense aroma.

Today, carp has gained an unjust reputation for having a bland and sometimes muddy flavour, but, in the hands of a talented cook, a fresh, fatty carp can be a delicacy. Out on the river, the ability to cook a river fish to perfection was a precious skill. In his memoir, Zion proudly described how the delicate flavour of his fried carp would gain him the favour of a French doctor and his wife, who hired him as a cook on their trip from Odessa to Tashkent. He recalled how he learned to dust slices of the fish with flour and fry them in their own fat until golden and crisp, but he didn’t leave a recipe. Recipes, in their modern form, were simply not part of his approach to cooking, which was based on intuition, skill and practice. I try to emulate Zion’s method in my own London kitchen. The hot, crisp carp sizzles in the pan, its scent filling the house with memories of far-flung rivers and streams.
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FRIED RIVER CARP

Take 4 thick slices of fresh river carp and dust them in flour. If the fish is fatty enough, fry it in its own fat in a hot pan for 5 minutes on each side. If the fish seems a bit dry, add some sesame oil to the pan. While the fish is frying, mix in a bowl 3 chopped garlic cloves, a handful of chopped parsley and enough water to create a liquid sauce. To serve, dip the hot golden fish in the sauce and eat with fresh bread.
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I ROLL ON MY TONGUE THE NAMES OF THE CITIES AND villages the Asheroff family visited on their way. Kazaly, Iamao Kalay, Irgiz, Gol, Orenburg. Some of these places are still marked on local maps, now separated by national borders that did not exist in Zion’s time. Then, there were no borders or checkpoints: just fields extending into the horizon. But the imperial peace was an illusion. In the Batum province on the Black Sea, in today’s Georgia, nationalist movements in the Balkans generated a skirmish between the Russian and Ottoman empires. The echoes of the confrontation travelled as far as Orenburg in southern Russia. Lying on the Ural river, between Asia and Europe, the city was an indispensable stop en route to Moscow. As the fighting continued far away, no foreigners were allowed to enter or leave the city.

For months, Zion and his family were stuck in Orenburg because they could not prove they were Russian subjects. The citizenship rights of Samarkandi Jews were far from clear.9 Technically, they were subjects of the Bukhara Emirate, which gave them some rights of travel, trade and residence in the Russian Empire. They could not enjoy the benefits of full Russian citizenship, unless they proved that their ancestors had lived there for generations. In the absence of official records (many documents in Samarkand’s public archives and in people’s homes had been burned and destroyed during the Russian invasion), all they could rely on was the personal testimony of the community’s elders to support their claim. Getting official recognition of citizenship rights – and of people’s very existence – was complicated, expensive and time-consuming.

In Orenburg, the Asheroff family discovered that the papers they had were not the right ones. They had a proof of residence in Samarkand, but no proof that they were citizens. They were no longer legitimate travellers, but foreigners who had to be controlled, checked and approved. This, as they found out, took time. ‘A long wait – a heartache’, Zion wrote about the family’s stay in Orenburg. Against the cold bureaucracy of border control, Zion and his family did not react stoically: they cried and prayed, begging the Russian bureaucrats to turn a blind eye, to acknowledge their good faith. Today, the sight of migrants begging at a closed border is so common that it has become almost normal. The Asheroffs found it a distressing novelty, an omen of changing times.

Eventually, a local trader intervened on Abraham Asheroff’s behalf and convinced the governor to issue the desired travel permits. Even many years later, Zion could not forget the sorrow of being – albeit briefly – an undocumented migrant, almost stateless. Reading about their narrow escape, I couldn’t but notice that help came from another immigrant, the trader’s family having also arrived in Orenburg from Samarkand. Perhaps he had considered the Asheroff family a little less foreign than others did. It was he who then waved them off as they embarked on the train to the imperial capital, Moscow.

Today, Abraham’s chosen route from Tashkent to Odessa seems unnecessarily long and roundabout. For the first leg of the trip – from Tashkent to Orenburg – there were few alternatives at the time. But a quick look at the map reveals the apparent senselessness of going from Orenburg to Odessa via Moscow: travelling east via modern Syzran and Kharkiv seems much quicker, instead of making a long detour up north to the capital. At the time, though, it might have been safer than the more direct route across the Caspian Sea, and could have provided Abraham with business opportunities on the way. He might have hoped to strike a commercial deal in Moscow before leaving the region for a long time. Also, in 1877–8, when the Asheroff family crossed the region, they could hop on the very first railway lines between Orenburg, Syzran and Moscow. Historians rightly see the expanding Russian railways in Central Asia as an imperial tool of conquest and domination; nonetheless, the routes offered local residents some advantages too: a secure and relatively quicker means of transport in and out of the region.10

It was Zion’s first railway trip, and in his memoir he called the train ‘a chariot of fire’, a biblical image to convey his amazement at this human-made creation. The trip, with a change of trains, lasted three days and nights. The rattling sounds, astonishing speed and modern comfort of the train left a deep impression that only paled in comparison with the incredible sights of Moscow itself. Zion could not contain his excitement looking at the approaching metropolis from the glass windows of the train. The expansive city, with its many railway stations, crowded streets, modern shops, elegant palaces and fast coaches, was immense and terrifying, full of adventures, opportunities and dangers.

When the family had settled in their temporary accommodation in a small flat above a shop, they welcomed a group of visitors from Moscow’s Jewish Bukharan diaspora. Only then did Abraham notice that their bag of bread was missing. To the modern traveller, it would seem absurd to travel across the Russian Empire with an 80-kilo sack of bread, and even more ridiculous to lose it. But the familiar noni-tokhi, which is a thin crisp cracker made of flour, water and salt and sprinkled with caraway seeds, could have been a homely comfort on the long trip, especially for those like the Asher family who observed the kashrut dietary laws and would not buy bread in local bakeries. Despite the apparent fragility of the friable cracker, noni-tokhi was the perfect travel food: shaped like a bowl, it could easily contain other preparations, and if kept dry, it would remain fresh for weeks. Not unconnectedly it resembles the mythical matzo that the people of Israel baked to eat on their exodus from Egypt.

Women would prepare noni-tokhi at home, seated on the floor, kneading the dough in a large bowl. They then divided it into balls and rolled each into a flat circle on drum-like plates, placed each circle on a round metal plate and baked it in the hot taboon until crispy. More than just food, the bread bag gave a sense of safety in unfamiliar lands.

Abraham suspected he had left the sack on the train when they hurried off at the busy station. Its loss must have been distressing, but not enough to persuade Abraham to change his plans to spend the evening with his Muscovite friends. And so, the task of retrieving the family’s bread fell to his eldest son. Zion hopped on a carriage and asked the driver to take him to the train station. ‘Which one?’ was the unexpected answer. After some negotiations in Russian, Zion managed to arrive at the railway lost-and-found hall, where bags of all kinds were stacked on shelves that covered the walls from floor to ceiling. It was daunting, but he knew he could not return empty-handed. Finding the bag, hidden among unclaimed cases and sacks, was a transformative rite of passage. Zion had proudly entered adulthood.
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NONI-TOKHI

Sift 400g flour and mix with 1½ teaspoons (8g) of salt, ½ teaspoon (3g) of sugar and 1 teaspoons (5g) of baking powder. Pour in 3 tablespoons (30ml) of vegetable oil and gradually add 1 cup (250ml) of water to form an elastic dough (you may not need all the water, the dough should not be sticky). Knead the dough for 10 minutes and leave to rest for 1 hour. Preheat the oven to 240°C (gas mark 8). To give the bread its typical dome shape, grease well the outside of a 30cm wok or a metal bowl with some oil and place it upside down on a baking sheet. Divide the dough into 8 balls, and then roll each ball into a thin circle and sprinkle with caraway seeds. Place a dough circle on the bowl and use a fork to prick holes all over them. Bake for 10–12 minutes or until golden and crispy. Let the noni-tokhi cool down before removing it from the bowl. Bake one circle at a time until all the dough is used. The noni-tokhi can be used as a bread bowl to serve salads or rice dishes, or eaten separately.
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THE REST OF THE TRIP WENT SMOOTHLY, BY THE STANDARDS of the era. A brand-new train took the family from Moscow to the port city of Odessa, nestled on the shores of the Black Sea. They did not linger there long and soon embarked upon a thirty-six-hour journey by boat to Istanbul. From Istanbul they took a Russian sailing boat to Jaffa. The boat did not have cabins (or the family could not afford one), and for six days and nights they all sat on top of their luggage on the deck, eating fresh vegetables and noni-tokhi and gazing at the blue horizon of the Mediterranean Sea, which Zion was seeing for the first time. Their journey was coming to an end.

As the harbour came into sight, a storm broke and the captain announced that they would have to continue south to Port Said and return to Jaffa when the sea was calmer. However, if any passenger wanted to disembark now, they could do so via a couple of fishing boats that would risk the rough seas to come out to the boat. Zion’s father insisted that no storm would deter him from fulfilling his vow to visit Jerusalem. And so, father, mother, children and luggage were shuffled into paddle boats that fought the waves for two hours before finally reaching the shore. Zion felt ‘like a corpse’ but they had survived.

In 1878, Palestine was a marginal province of the Ottoman Empire.11 Not yet the destination of mass Jewish immigration, it was home to many different religious and ethnic communities: Greeks, Russians, Jews, Christians, Turks, Armenians and Ethiopians. Jerusalem was a village that hoped to be a cosmopolitan city, encapsulating all sorts of cultures, habits, flavours and scents in a small walled space, which opened up to rolling hills and expansive pastures. As a relatively small provincial place, Jerusalem felt much more familiar to the Asher family than the imperial capital of Moscow or the sprawling seaside metropolis of Istanbul. Having lived all their lives in a small Jewish quarter next to Muslim neighbours, their ears were accustomed to a mixture of languages and habits. It was easy to replace the sounds of the muezzin calling from the blue-tiled minarets of Samarkand with the muezzin of the domed Jerusalem mosques.

Zion might have felt he belonged in Jerusalem, but his memoir was that of a young man who spent more time on the road than anywhere else. He was at ease on mule-drawn carts along dusty country roads or on steamboats crossing the Bosporus strait, and whenever he returned to his family he felt an itch to get away again. His nomadism, however, was not just a whim; I soon discovered that he had his reasons to leave.

Zion was only fifteen when his father arranged his marriage to Batya, the daughter of Uzbak Fuzailoff, a widow who had also arrived in Jerusalem from Samarkand. Zion’s memoir leaves me in the dark about Batya. I want to know more about her looks, her character and her aspirations. I wonder if Zion even liked her, but all that he wrote was her age: Batya was thirteen, too young to marry. Zion refused the match. He stopped studying and idled all day around the market. After a while, though, he realized that ‘there was no way out’, as he wrote. He dared not disobey his father.

Later that year, Zion and Batya were married. The family rented a room for the young couple in Nahalat Shiva, a newly built Jewish neighbourhood outside the city walls. Their wedding was a luxurious feast, where the guests danced all night, eating eight kinds of fruit that Abraham imported from Samarkand. Yet a few days later, Zion developed a persistent fever. In his memoir, he wrote that the ‘public’ – by which he probably meant the community’s elders – proposed that he should leave town and go elsewhere. Maybe displacement would bring him good health. His father agreed, but instead of sending him to a mountain sanatorium or a seaside resort, as was usual among the European bourgeoisie at the time, he shipped Zion to Istanbul, to launch his career as an international merchant. In her husband’s absence, Batya was moved back to Abraham’s house, where she was expected to help with domestic chores. After a few months in Istanbul, Zion’s health recovered. He started to import silk scarfs from Kokand in Central Asia and to sell them for great profit in the Istanbul bazaar, where he made a name for himself as a confident, sharp and cultured man. But between his words I continue to sense a resentment against a father who insisted on keeping him away, for reasons that would only later come to light.

When the time came to return home, in the spring of 1882, Zion started packing his trunk. He bought special ingredients that could not be found in Jerusalem: red wine from Smyrna (today’s Izmir), strong-flavoured Italian caciocavallo cheese, tins of salted bonito and mackerel – which would have been particularly desirable in the mountainous landlocked city. Decades later, Zion described these delicacies in detail in his memoir: the smooth, dense wheels of cheese, the dark red of the wine, the strong-smelling fish covered with silvery salt. He lingered on the food more than on landscapes or monuments; he was enamoured with the flavours and scents of the markets he visited, which accompanied him long after he stopped travelling.

When Zion returned to Jerusalem, he discovered that his father had taken a second wife, against the wishes of his mother, Tova. In an unexpected turn of events, the chosen bride was Uzbak, the mother of Zion’s young wife Batya. Taking a second wife was one of the customs that the Samarkandi Jews borrowed from their Muslim neighbours in Central Asia, but in Jewish Jerusalem polygamy was discouraged. Zion recounts that the rabbinic tribunals in Jerusalem only reluctantly agreed that Sephardi Jews could legally marry more than one wife, and they tried to persuade Abraham to change his mind.

No one but the bride and groom seemed happy about this union. Uzbak’s sons were unwilling to submit to the commands of a new stepfather. Zion saw Abraham’s decision as an act of pure egotism, a pursuit of personal pleasure at the expense of Tova, his first wife. He suffered for his mother, who was against the wedding, but had no power to stop it. The marriage of Abraham and Uzbak explains to me the somewhat mysterious title of the memoir, ‘Zion’s Sorrows’. He lived his life under his father’s command and rarely found the force to resist or challenge his will. The polygamous marriage and the choice of bride were both contested and controversial, even at the time. The extended family and the community’s dignitaries opposed Abraham’s decision but, as Zion wrote perhaps cynically in his memoir, ‘no one could stop a couple in love’. The family rift following the wedding left Zion little choice but to take to the road again, hoping that a change of scenery would bring him the happiness that he lacked at home. Leaving Batya behind with her mother and his father, he packed his few silk coats and linen shirts, his shiny black leather boots and thick wool blankets. He bought a one-way ticket for a Russian boat from Jaffa to Istanbul.
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