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			For my parents—
my successes are all yours, the mistakes all mine;

			and Dominique, 
who never doubted the whole thing (or, if you did, never let it show).

		

	
		
			
				The world begins at a kitchen table. No matter what, we must eat to live.

				The gifts of earth are brought and prepared, set on the table. So it has been since creation, and it will go on.

				We chase chickens or dogs away from it. Babies teethe at the corners. They scrape their knees under it.

				It is here that children are given instructions on what it means to be human. We make men at it, we make women.

				At this table we gossip, recall enemies and the ghosts of lovers.

				Our dreams drink coffee with us as they put their arms around our children. They laugh with us at our poor falling-down selves and as we put ourselves back together once again at the table.

				This table has been a house in the rain, an umbrella in the sun.

				Wars have begun and ended at this table. It is a place to hide in the shadow of terror. A place to celebrate the terrible victory.

				We have given birth on this table, and have prepared our parents for burial here.

				At this table we sing with joy, with sorrow. We pray of suffering and remorse. We give thanks.

				Perhaps the world will end at the kitchen table, while we are laughing and crying, eating of the last sweet bite.

				—“Perhaps the World Ends Here,” 
Joy Harjo

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			 

			This is a book that celebrates food and the people who make it. But it is also a book about how violence changes our treasured food cultures. Most people I’ve written about in these pages felt safe and comfortable sharing the details of their lives and personalities; others did not. Yet they still wanted their stories told without putting them at greater risk. Therefore, I’ve occasionally changed names, dates, and locations, as well as other details, to give cover to people I’ve written about. We are talking about violence, after all, and some of the people you will meet are still at risk, even those in exile. For example, as recently as 2023, the Chinese government has been operating undeclared police stations in New York, London, Rome, Tokyo, and Toronto to harass and silence critics, such as the Uyghur activists you’ll meet later in this book. It’s not just the Chinese Communist Party that is guilty of this. Dozens of other governments have targeted their critics living abroad.

			Second, I have limited the book to only a handful of cases where violence changed cuisines. I chose those that I thought were the clearest examples of the phenomenon to make the strongest case (at least to me) for why the world should be more proactive in protecting our culinary heritage during war. Moreover, I chose them because they involve people whom the world seems to have forgotten. There are, unfortunately, countless examples, old and new, of violence wreaking havoc on our food cultures. In fact, new wars broke out every few months while I was writing this: the civil wars in Myanmar and Sudan; the Russian invasion of Ukraine; the attacks on Israel by Hamas, Hezbollah, and Iran; and Israel’s assaults on Gaza, the West Bank, and Lebanon. And each day, a ceasefire in Kashmir feels more fragile. Food traditions are at risk in all these conflicts. I wish I could have included many more chapters.

			Finally, there are recipes at the end of each chapter. I endeavored to keep them as close as possible to the original versions provided to me. That said, I did make a few adjustments with the help of the skilled editors at Crown to adapt the recipes—some of which were developed in restaurants—for home kitchens.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			 

			The Language of Food

			Recipe: Keiko’s Karaage (Japanese Fried Chicken) this page

			Recipe: Tamim’s Saland-e Nakhod (Afghan Chickpea Stew) this page

			Recipe: Timur’s Halfghan Sourdough this page

			My father had magic powers. At least, that’s what I thought when I was a small child, growing up in Cleveland, Ohio. My mother, my brother, my sister, and I all spoke one language, English. But my father, who was born in what is today Pakistan, spoke three: English, Urdu, and Sindhi. Whenever I heard my dad speak these other two languages with my aunts or uncles or at parties with family friends, it was as if he crossed an invisible boundary into another world where I couldn’t follow. I wanted my father’s magic powers; they felt like my birthright.

			I didn’t know how to ask for those powers until I was about seven, maybe eight years old. I remember feeling slightly sullen when I did. We had just come home after a long trip to Larkana, a city on the banks of the Indus River where my grandmother lived in Pakistan. For those two weeks in Larkana, I was relentlessly teased by cousins in a language I couldn’t understand, and I wanted to even the playing field before I saw them next. More so, I wanted that magic key that unlocked that part of who I was and where I came from.

			I don’t remember when I asked my father to teach me Sindhi, but I probably had to corner him somehow. His work as a doctor demanded long, often unpredictable hours. As a kid, I could go days without seeing him. What I do remember clearly is his reply. He said no, explaining that there was no need, that I was American and wouldn’t use it, and that my mother didn’t speak it and he was too busy to teach me on his own. The brush-off was compassionately parental but firm, and logically, I couldn’t argue with his reasoning. It stung, but it made sense.

			

			• • •

			As I got older, my desire to acquire my father’s linguistic powers never really abated. It just found other expressions. In high school, I tried Spanish; I enjoyed it, but it didn’t take. In college, I learned why: My high school Spanish teachers approached learning a language as a grammatical equation to be solved, whereas my college Japanese professor taught me to see past the language and into the culture. Japanese was more than a means of communication. Its intonations and pen strokes were crucial elements of Japan’s history, politics, art, and spirituality; in short, it was a way of being in their world.

			In 1999, after college, I got a job teaching English in southern Japan. I was posted to a small town called Takanabe, an old-timey working-class town in Miyazaki Prefecture on the Pacific Ocean known locally for its oyster reefs and surfing scene. Looking for a place to eat one warm summer evening, I came upon the town’s tiniest but best-known izakaya, a bar called Kimamaya. I heard the bar before I saw it. To keep the peace, bars in Japan have unusually heavy doors to shut the noise in and police out. When those doors open as drinkers come and go, the revelry and karaoke pour out, breaking the calm like thunder. The laughter echoing down the block toward me from Kimamaya that night was magnetic.

			Kimamaya was a romanticized slice of Japan: small and pristine in that wabi-sabi way, with only five stools along a well-worn cypress-wood counter. As soon as I walked in, Keiko, the owner, signaled me with her eyes to take the last empty seat at the bar, and placed an ice-cold beer down in front of me with a sloppy thud. Attractive and tiny, Keiko was also loud, vulgar, and uncompromising, a chain-smoker and heavy drinker. She constantly battled town officials over mysterious rules that, curiously, seemed to affect only her bar. An attentive single mother and successful female business owner in one of the world’s most patriarchal societies, Keiko was unafraid and unapologetic about trampling the stereotype of the diminutive and placating Japanese woman. I quickly realized it was her irreverence toward officialdom—and her incredible cooking—that never failed to attract a similarly brash and unconventional clientele.

			I spent a lot of time at Kimamaya over those two years—on both sides of the bar. On busy weekends, it wasn’t uncommon for Keiko to summon me into the kitchen to wash dishes or shuck oysters. On slow nights, Keiko would teach me the essentials of Japanese cooking and the mainstays of the local Kyushu cuisine, like karaage, succulent pieces of ginger-, sake-, and soy-marinated chicken deep-fried with a perfect, shattering crust, or how to perfectly grill pachi ebi, the sweet and tangy fan lobsters that plied Kyushu’s coastal waters. She was troubled that I was single and living alone—this could only mean that I wasn’t eating well.

			During one of our impromptu cooking classes, I unexpectedly felt a cold wave of guilt wash over me: Here I was learning to cook Keiko’s old family recipes, like her grandmother’s karaage; yet I knew only vague details about my own grandparents, and almost nothing about their cuisine. Here I was trying to establish fluency in her society’s language and culture while I couldn’t speak a word of Sindhi, the language of half my family. I was certainly familiar with and proud of my Sindhi heritage. But without the language I felt cut off, partitioned from a truer self.

			

			• • •

			Aside from the occasional phone call home, my father and I hadn’t talked much while I was in Japan. After I returned to the United States for graduate school, we shared a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label over the course of several summer evenings, and the alcohol helped us to reconnect. The conversations eventually found their way to Pakistan—family gossip, weddings, funerals, old friends. But the evening before I left for school, we discussed Partition. It was the first time I had heard his memories in any detail. As my father revealed them, it became clear that they were ever present, like a mountain range on the horizon.

			For most of my life, I was unaware of the effects Partition of the Indian subcontinent had on my family. During my time in Pakistan, even when I was living there as an adult, my aunts and uncles never discussed it, despite how profoundly it had altered their lives. My father disclosed only recently that he was the first Muslim born in his family. Shortly before his birth in 1935, the idea of a Muslim-only Pakistan was gaining ground. His family had been Hindu forever. But my great-uncle, the patriarch of the family, perhaps predicting the precariousness Hindus would face in a future sectarian country, converted everyone to Islam. My father was born a few months later into a family still struggling to call one another by their new Islamic names.

			In August 1947, two months before my father’s twelfth birthday, after three hundred years of colonization, the British cleaved the Indian subcontinent into two independent nation-states: Hindu-majority India and Muslim-majority Pakistan. In what is perhaps the greatest migration in human history, Partition sent millions of Muslims into West Pakistan (now Pakistan) and East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and millions of Hindus and Sikhs into India. What should have been a triumphant moment in the struggle for independence turned horrifically dark. Communities that had coexisted across the subcontinent for millennia launched genocidal campaigns of violence: Hindus and Sikhs on one side, Muslims on the other.

			My uncle was living in New Delhi then and was forced to cross a new and disorienting international border to Pakistan to escape a mob attacking trains, cars set ablaze with refugees still in their seats. My father recalls feeling helpless that summer as anti-Hindu violence enveloped the province for months, emptying his village of his childhood friends and their families. Until Partition, Hindus and Muslims had remained relatively close in Sindh. By the time the violence subsided in 1948, nearly fifteen million people had been forced into new countries. Nearly two million never made it. The legacy of this violence is central to the identity of the people of the Indian subcontinent. As the historian Aanchal Malhotra writes, “Partition is not yet an event of the past.”[1]

			My father left Pakistan for the United States in 1965 to continue his medical career, nearly twenty years after Partition. But as I listened to him recount his experience, it was clear Partition had dislocated him from his home long before he left. “Partition was a tragedy,” he told me. “The Hindus were Sindhis. They were our neighbors.” Then my father revealed a deeper truth: “Even if I had a way to teach you Sindhi—I still couldn’t.” The violence of Partition, he said, had attached itself to almost everything he associated with Pakistan, including his language, preventing him from passing it on. Partition’s violence had changed him profoundly. More recently, he told me: “I think about it every day. How can I not?”

			It’s not uncommon for cultural identity to fade across generations as immigrant connections fall away. But in my family, Partition’s ugly reach came across the generations to steal part of our culture. Violence persists after the atrocities are over. It can pass almost undetected from one generation to another, menacing us, changing who we are. That is why I don’t speak Sindhi.

			

			• • •

			A few years later, in the summer of 2007, I was in Kabul, Afghanistan. I was scheduled to fly out of Kabul early in the morning, and I was tired, the kind of exhaustion that penetrates your bones and soul. My body ached from packing my life into bags and boxes. I just wanted to sleep. Just then, my friend Tamim called to invite me to dinner. I hesitated to accept. Tamim, however, was less of a friend and more of an elder brother, so his dinner invitation was really an order.

			Still, my body resisted. Afghanistan had been a tough assignment. I worked for Human Rights Watch as its lead researcher in the country. My job was to document war crimes and persuade the warring parties to stop killing civilians. It was exhilarating and heartbreaking, and it had taken its toll. I had been briefly held by the Taliban, nearly killed by a suicide bombing carried out by its fighters, and chased out of Kabul by an Afghan warlord whose abuses I had reported on. By the summer of 2007, it was time to head home.

			Much of my time in Afghanistan had been spent crisscrossing the country to interview victims of violence. Most Afghans I met on these trips served me a meal as part of the interview; this kind of hospitality was hardwired into Afghan culture. It also made talking about tragedy a little less painful.

			The meal was almost always Afghanistan’s national dish, qabuli palaw: dark brown lamb shanks buried in spiced basmati rice, topped with carrots, raisins, and slivered almonds and pistachios.[2] I ate mountains of it. Even the Taliban, when I was briefly in their “care,” fed me qabuli palaw. Other times, I was offered ashak and mantu, dumplings filled with minced lamb or leeks and herbs, topped with a face-puckering garlicky yogurt.

			I found a greater variety of dishes in restaurants and roadside stalls. Fatty lamb kebabs were what those stalls did best. The kebabis sprinkled the lamb with ghoreh-angoor, dried sour grapes pulverized into powder that gave the grilled meat a rich, lemony, sumac-like tang. The kebabis slid the meat off the skewer onto long pieces of naan that captured the juices. This tangy, fat-soaked bread wrapped around the meat was also a delicacy. Second only to the kebab itself, it is scandalously referred to as the khwhare-aaros, or the “bride’s sister.”

			The repetition that I experienced of only a handful of dishes gave me pause. There are a dozen ethnic groups in the country, each with a distinct culture, and microclimates for growing everything from olives to the most intoxicating melons. Afghanistan is wedged between Iran, Pakistan, and China, culinary powerhouses whose influences permeate many other aspects of their smaller neighbor’s culture. Surely, Afghan ingenuity combined with these ethnic, topographic, and geographic realities ought to be a recipe for a broader cuisine. Why hadn’t I tasted it?

			It was dark when I arrived at Tamim’s house in Taimani, the closest thing war-torn Kabul had to an upscale neighborhood. Tamim lives by the old Afghan saying that you can tell a man’s generosity by the length of his tablecloth, so I wasn’t at all surprised to find a half-dozen other guests sipping cocktails in the living room when I arrived. I said my hellos before sneaking to the kitchen to glimpse what we’d eat for dinner. Tamim, an accomplished cook, has a street-smart culinary wisdom born of a life of exile. But he wasn’t cooking that night.

			Reza, the shy cook, didn’t look up from the simmering pot as I opened the screen door. As in many old houses in Kabul, the kitchen was separate from the main house, nestled in a garden behind. It was spacious, painted a soothing shade of sweet-potato orange. The kitchen appliances were numerous but all manual rather than electric, in deference to regular disruptions of the power grid by Taliban bombings. For Reza, the kitchen was a respite from his country’s troubles, and he was protective of it. When I asked what he was cooking—what my final meal in the country would be—he barely looked up from the stove, narrowed his eyes, and whispered, “Afghan.”

			What he meant was “Get the fuck out of my kitchen!”

			Later that night, when I saw that Reza had served dinner, placing a variety of stews in earthenware pots in the center of the dinner table, I was thrown. All my years of eating in Afghan homes had conditioned me to expect large platters of lamb and rice.

			I had the honor of serving myself first. I ignored the pot of plain rice and went right for the first unfamiliar dish, a thick golden stew of whole chickpeas and sour yogurt, what Tamim called saland-e nakhod. I ladled it onto my plate, tore a piece of naan, and soaked it in the chickpeas for a few seconds. The taste was familiar but disorienting, like the moment you step out of an airport into a country that you are visiting for the first time. The punch of ginger, chili, and black pepper and the electric tang of the sour yogurt were both mellowed by the earthy starch of the soft chickpeas. I asked Tamim if the dish was an Afghan recipe, thinking it was something influenced by Iran or Pakistan next door. “Yes, it’s ours,” he replied. Then with a touch of melancholy he added, “But it’s a dish some Afghan families have forgotten.”

			A forthright and calm man, Tamim has an imposing yet warm and hospitable demeanor. In his mid-thirties then, he had already lived several lives, as refugees often have. Tamim was born in 1963 in Shahr-e Naw in downtown Kabul. When his family was forced to flee Afghanistan during an earlier phase of the country’s never-ending violence, Tamim was the first to leave. Desperate for manpower, both the mujahideen and the communists were forcing children to fight in the early 1980s; to keep his son off the battlefield, Tamim’s father smuggled him across the border to Pakistan and eventually to the United States, where he received asylum.

			Two decades later, after the American invasion in 2001, Tamim and many Afghans returned to Kabul to rebuild their country, devastated by a generation of war. He and his circle started small businesses and nonprofits focused on nurturing the talent of young Afghan artists, architects, cooks, and entrepreneurs. Tamim set up two information technology companies and the country’s first catering business.

			Like Tamim and his family, many Afghans took with them their financial, intellectual, and cultural capital when they fled, stripping away decades of professional experience and knowledge. Artists and musicians escaped the war, hid their work, or stopped practicing their trade. It was the same for Afghanistan’s chefs and cooks, Tamim explained. Their generationally ingrained recipes, like saland-e nakhod, were an essential yet diminishing part of the country’s culture. “The wars have strangled Afghan culture,” Tamim told me recently. “They have narrowed our language of food.”

			Imagine this: a favorite family recipe taken to the grave by a grandmother, and the longing and consternation of her children and their children and all the family friends who had for so long come to dinner just for that dish. That night at Tamim’s dinner table, he helped me see that the violence I’d spent the past three years investigating had robbed Afghans of their rich culinary culture, one recipe at a time. At that moment, I saw the same tentacles that had reached across generations in my family to steal part of our culture doing that to Tamim’s.

			But in tasting saland-e nakhod that evening, I also experienced a small but crucial act of culinary restoration and resistance.

			

			• • •

			For a decade, I chronicled the human cost of war. I investigated war crimes in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka; genocide in Myanmar; deadly coups in Bangladesh and Thailand; and civilian casualties in Mali and Syria for organizations like Human Rights Watch (HRW), the International Crisis Group (ICG), the Center for Civilians in Conflict (CIVIC), and the UN’s Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). Then, for nearly five years, I worked for the New York City Office of the Mayor to integrate human rights principles into the city’s climate change programs. I saw how violence—and climate change is also a form of violence—alters human culture. I saw the impact of violence on art, music, and politics. Most surprising, I saw its impact on food—how it changes, even erases, centuries-old recipes and traditions.

			Cuisine is more than an expression of what society eats on any given day; it’s a repository of people’s history handed down from generation to generation. Cuisine is akin to language. In its most rudimentary form, a cuisine is a way of one society communicating to another where its cultural, and in some cases territorial, boundaries begin and end. And like a language, a cuisine can change or even disappear when a community comes under intense pressure to integrate with another, more powerful group and is forced to surrender its identity. The Holocaust, the Partition of India, the Cambodian genocide, the civil wars in Afghanistan and Sri Lanka, the centuries of subjugation of Native Americans, and the mass internment of the Uyghurs underway in western China are the exact types of violent pressure that alter or dismantle a society’s food culture. While this culinary phenomenon is not uncommon in countries that have experienced extreme violence, how the story unfolds is unique in each instance.

			As a human rights investigator, I have witnessed how vital the seemingly quotidian facets of human culture, such as what and how we eat, are to a community’s sense of history, identity, and security. When a community’s food culture is attacked, it can have cascading and devastating implications not only for its emotional and spiritual well-being but also for its physical existence. At the time of this writing, in the spring of 2024, almost all the fishing fleets in Gaza have been destroyed by Israel following the Hamas-led attacks in southern Israel on October 7, 2023. Fishing is more than just a livelihood for Gazans; it is an identity, a way of life. For millennia, Gazans have been a seafaring people. If that is destroyed, then those people have been destroyed.[3]

			When I talk about food throughout this book, I am referring to something far more than just basic sustenance, the daily accumulation of enough calories to keep a person alive. I am referring to food and the culture that surrounds it. The recipes, written and oral. The specific way of organizing, cooking, serving, and eating a meal. The ingredients and flavor profiles, which are almost always indicative of, and connected to, a specific geography, ancestral stories, and the spirituality of a people. Even the structures (like homes and kitchens) and the societal infrastructure (like bakeries, farms, fishmongers, masalawalas, and seed savers) that enable it. In other words, a cuisine.

			Our cuisines are among the most important aspects of human culture, perhaps more important than language in some circumstances: I still don’t speak Sindhi, yet the way I access that part of my heritage is through cooking Sindhi food. Eating our food is not only comforting but also dignifying and life-affirming; it reminds us of who we are. I have heard women and men who fled genocide in Myanmar recount how they survived in the jungle on grasses and leaves for weeks. They described to me feeling like animals forced to forgo their humanity. When they got to the safety of the refugee camps in Bangladesh and had their first meal of lentils and rice, staples of their cuisine, they told me they “became Rohingya again.” For these people, and many others you will meet, and perhaps even for you, food was and is an umbilical connection to our cultures and their world-orienting philosophies. In the most basic sense, our cuisines ground us.

			Yet there is little international sympathy for attacks on culinary heritage. Governments and global institutions like the UN have historically prioritized the protection and restoration of tangible treasures like the Raubkunst, the Jewish art looted by the Nazis; the Old Mostar Bridge in Bosnia and Herzegovina, destroyed during the Balkan Wars; and, more recently, the ancient Timbuktu mausoleums in Mali, razed by Ansar Dine and Al Qaeda. These types of heritage should absolutely be protected, but so should other parts of culture with the same enthusiasm. But they aren’t. This is mostly because a Global North elitist male perspective determines which aspects of culture should be elevated above others and are therefore worthy of preservation. As a domestic chore done primarily by women, home cooking is not valued in the same way as other aspects of heritage.

			This sexism partly explains why the international community recognizes neither war’s impact on culinary culture nor the value of culinary culture as something to be protected from violence. In 2003, the UN adopted the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, a voluntary and very flawed treaty that leaves it up to a state, so often led by men, to determine what’s worthy of protection. Why would a country such as China sign up to safeguard a minority culture like that of Uyghurs when it is hell-bent on destroying it? But there are some small changes afoot. In 2010, UNESCO began designating certain culinary traditions, like baking lavash in Armenia and making kimchi in North and South Korea, both traditionally done by women, as intangible cultural heritage, but it offered no legal protections and scant financial support.

			At its core, this book is an attempt to disturb this gendered inequality that limits our lens on food and its cultural importance. As a young girl growing up in Ohio, my mother was estranged from most of her extended family. At Thanksgiving and Christmas, it was just my grandparents, my mother, and her younger brother at the dinner table in the small dine-in kitchen in their two-story brick farmhouse on the outskirts of Cleveland. Birthday parties were tiny affairs too, no aunts, uncles, or cousins coming for cake with presents. Disputes between my grandparents and their parents had split the families. My mother’s cousins lived only four miles away. She met them only as an adult.

			My mother’s childhood was isolating at times, but she ensured mine was different. Despite a full-time career in public health and philanthropy, and later as a ceramic artist, she did everything she could to keep her kids close to our relatives in both Ohio and Pakistan. At holidays and birthdays, the dinner table was loud and crowded. Every empty space was filled with family. It still is: It seems we’re always cramming more chairs around her dining room table at Christmas or finding a bigger room to fit ever more family and friends. For nearly fifty years, my mother has persisted in building a new family culture, which has been a powerfully stabilizing force getting us through major life events like births, deaths, divorce, and adoptions. And she’s imbued it with new food traditions too: Depending on the price of king crab legs at Costco, she might serve them steamed in butter and miso next to the Thanksgiving turkey.

			Throughout history, women and girls have been at the forefront of building and protecting families and food culture. The story of wars changing cuisine is also a story of violence against women. Wars disproportionately impact women. To be serious about protecting food culture means to be committed to better protecting women and girls during war. Among the most urgent things we can do is to end domicide, the wartime tactic of systematically destroying homes and leveling entire neighborhoods, as has been done in Aleppo, Mariupol, Maungdaw, Gaza, and Khartoum. Home is where women from many cultures spend most of their time. The protection of women, food, and homes is simply part of the same equation.

			Perhaps the best thing we can do to protect a cuisine during violence is just pay attention. Later in the book, I’ll cover how the intentional attacks on a community’s food culture may presage more violence. In some cases, an attack on culture may become an attack on a people. Indeed, attacks on heritage are often intended to demoralize and intimidate a community or weaken and erase it altogether. This was the case with the genocide of the Indigenous peoples in the Americas and is the case today with the Uyghurs in western China. Human rights activists, academics, and policymakers often use a tool called the Ten Stages of Genocide to monitor an unfolding genocide. Incorporating attacks on cuisine into this tool could be useful for determining genocidal intent.

			Even outside of war, in peacetime, culinary traditions are manipulated to inflict political and racial violence. A century ago, British colonists derided Indian Hindus for their vegetarianism to justify their subjugation of the subcontinent. Today, populist movements like Germany’s Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) politicize culinary practices like alcohol and pork consumption to pursue anti-immigration policies against Muslims. An AfD ad has featured baby pigs with the caption “Islam? It doesn’t fit in with our cuisine,” a reference to Muslims abstaining from eating pork. In the United States, the Republican Party has similarly used racist memes, not only blaming the Covid-19 pandemic on Chinese eating habits, calling the disease the “Chinese virus” and the “Kung flu,” but also demonizing Haitian immigrants by absurdly claiming they were eating house pets in Ohio. And both Republicans and Democrats now want to sanction human rights investigators (and their families) for reporting on people culpable for the violence that often destroys a community’s food culture.[4]

			Food can also tell stories of heroic persistence. I’ve met rebel and civilian cooks in Sri Lanka forced by war to create new dishes with fewer ingredients, like the mithivedi, or “land mine”: a dense, samosa-like pastry named after the weapon. The mithivedi is still being eaten by Sri Lanka’s northern Tamil community years after the civil war. I’ve met chefs using food to actively resist violence, like those in the Czech Republic revitalizing a cuisine nearly killed by decades of communist rule and those in Bolivia cooking with coca leaf, an ancient Andean plant stigmatized by the drug war. And I’ve met Rohingya writers, photographers, and poets forced to live as refugees in squalid camps, painstakingly documenting their cuisine to keep their food culture from disappearing.

			As we watch the globe’s three most important and trendsetting countries—China, India, and the United States—embrace, to varying degrees, violent cultural authoritarianism, I believe we have a responsibility to interrogate what’s on our plate, not just from the perspectives of health, carbon emissions, and ethics but also from the standpoint of political violence, to fully understand why it’s there and why it might not be in the future.

			Everything humans do is connected to just about everything else, and that is especially true of violence. Violence in one form or another has shaped what humans eat since we first started hunting for food or fending off invaders. When it comes to cuisine, violence (or the absence of it), of course, is not the sole determinant of what shapes a society’s food culture, but it is an incredibly influential force. But I believe a community should be able to decide on its own terms, not on the terms of an invading army, how its cuisine changes.

			This is not your typical food book and I am not a traditional food writer. I’m not a restaurant critic or a chef. I am neither an anthropologist nor a culinary historian. Rather, I’m a longtime human rights investigator who loves cooking, who has often found himself at the intersection of food and war. I’ve found that I can get to know someone differently when I eat and drink with them. I understand another culture better when I cook with someone trying to defend it from destruction. I’ve seen how individuals who have suffered through war use food to connect to their cultures, communities, and histories. You’ll find at the close of each chapter, the people I write about—the activists, refugees, and rebels on the battlefield, the home cooks and professional chefs and survivors of all stripes—have shared their recipes not only as a means of preservation but also as a way to understand their lives, their people, and, simply, what brings them so much joy.
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			Keiko’s Karaage

			(Japanese Fried Chicken)

			Makes 2 to 4 servings

			Karaage is the first dish Keiko taught me to cook in her izakaya. Although karaage is the name for a cooking technique in which different meats or vegetables are marinated and then deep-fried, it is now most closely associated with chicken. Legend has it that the chicken version originated in Ōita Prefecture on Kyushu in southern Japan, up the coast from Keiko’s izakaya in Miyazaki Prefecture. It’s a relative newcomer to Japanese cuisine, less than one hundred years old. After World War II, Japan introduced industrial chicken farming to make up for postwar food shortages. Suddenly faced with a glut of chicken, cooks did the obvious and fried it. Today, karaage is right up there with the best fried chicken recipes around the world. What’s more, this is communal food. In my experience, karaage is meat to be eaten with friends, plenty of ice-cold beer, and a bottle of sake.

			This recipe calls for two unique ingredients. The first is yuzu kosho, a traditional Kyushu condiment made from fresh green chilies, yuzu (a type of East Asian citrus), and salt, which come together to add a citrusy tang and a touch of spicy heat to the marinade. If you can’t find it, togarashi, a common chili powder seasoning used in Japanese cuisine, is a good substitute. The second is katakuriko, Japanese potato starch—not to be confused with potato flour—which gives the chicken a wonderfully crunchy coating. Look for both of these ingredients in Japanese markets and online.

			
				¼ cup soy sauce

				2 tablespoons sake

				Thumb-size piece fresh ginger, peeled and grated

				4 garlic cloves, grated

				1 tablespoon sugar

				½ teaspoon yuzu kosho or togarashi (see Note), plus more for serving

				4 or 5 boneless, skinless chicken breasts, cut into strips about 2 inches long and 1½ inches wide

				Peanut, canola, or sunflower oil for deep-frying

				1 cup potato starch (katakuriko)

				½ teaspoon white pepper

				Fine sea salt

				Lemon wedges for serving

				Kewpie mayonnaise for serving (optional)

			

			1. In a bowl large enough to hold the chicken, stir together the soy sauce, sake, ginger, garlic, sugar, and yuzu kosho to dissolve the sugar. Add the chicken and toss to coat evenly. Cover the bowl and marinate the chicken at room temperature for 1 hour. For best results, marinate in the refrigerator for 24 to 48 hours.

			2. Pour the oil into a large, deep pot to a depth of 3 to 4 inches and heat until a deep-fry thermometer registers between 325° and 335°F.

			3. While the oil heats, in a medium bowl, stir together the potato starch, pepper, and ½ teaspoon salt. Set a wire rack over a sheet pan and place the sheet pan near the potato starch mixture.

			4. Working with one or two pieces at a time, toss the chicken pieces with the potato starch mixture, coating them evenly. Be sure to work the mixture into the little crevices. Gently shake off the excess, and place the coated pieces on one side of the rack and let them rest for a few minutes before frying.

			5. When the oil is ready, add three or four chicken pieces to the hot oil and fry until the crust is a light golden brown, 3 to 4 minutes. (There will still be patches of white potato starch, but don’t worry, you’re going to fry them again.) Using a wire skimmer or slotted spoon, place the chicken on the clean side of the rack to drain. Repeat until all of the chicken is fried, always letting the oil return to 325°F before adding the next batch.

			 6. After all the chicken is fried, increase the heat of the oil to 375°F. Working in batches, fry each piece again until golden brown, 1 to 2 minutes. Using the skimmer or slotted spoon, return the chicken to the rack to drain again. Sprinkle with yuzu kosho or togarashi. Serve the chicken hot with lemon wedges and with Kewpie mayonnaise, if desired.

			 

			Note

			There are three types of togarashi: ichimi, shichimi, and nanami. Ichimi togarashi is simply red chili powder, while shichimi and nanami togarashi also contain ingredients like sansho pepper, hemp seeds and/or poppy seeds, sesame seeds, ginger, citrus peel, and nori. Nanami togarashi usually contains more citrus than shichimi togarashi. Bottom line: Any togarashi will work in this recipe if you can’t find yuzu kosho. What’s more, you might find yourself sprinkling this stuff on just about everything you eat.
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			Tamim’s Saland-e Nakhod

			(Afghan Chickpea Stew)

			Makes 3 to 4 servings

			This is Tamim’s recipe for saland-e nakhod, the richly spiced chickpea dish I ate at his Kabul home in the summer of 2007 that sparked the idea for this book. Here I am serving it with rice, but on that evening, I scooped up the stew with pieces of Afghan naan. Wheat is among Afghanistan’s largest cereal crops, and stacks of wheat naan appear at nearly every local baker and sit alongside dishes at nearly every Afghan meal. Although Afghan naan is made in a tandoor like other versions in Central and South Asia, it differs in shape, texture, and taste. Afghan naan is long, sometimes up to two feet, and slightly thicker than most other versions in the region. It’s crusty on the outside and chewy inside with a delicate smoky flavor from the masala of salt, sesame seeds, and nigella seeds. Most Afghans purchase naan from their local baker. Rice is the second most important cereal crop and is the basis of not only the national dish, qabuli palaw, but of many other rice dishes, from orange-scented narenj palaw to sweet-and-sour zereshk palaw. Basmati rice goes really well with Tamim’s saland-e nakhod, but feel free to substitute it with naan; a good Afghan restaurant will have fresh stacks on hand. And if you live near San Diego, Kabul Kabob House in El Cajon has the best naan (and Afghan food) I’ve tasted outside Afghanistan. However, if you’d really like to make your own bread to go with this dish, there’s a recipe for an incredibly delicious Afghan sourdough (see this page).

			
				2 cups dried chickpeas

				1 cup plain full-fat Greek yogurt

				2 tablespoons vegetable oil

				1 red onion, finely chopped

				1 fresh green chili (such as Thai or serrano), stemmed and finely chopped, plus a few whole chilies for serving

				1 tablespoon ground coriander

				1 teaspoon ground cumin

				1 teaspoon ground turmeric

				2 or 3 garlic cloves

				Kosher salt

				1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

				1 small tomato, very finely chopped

				Fresh cilantro, whole leaves or chopped, for serving

				Cooked basmati rice for serving

			

			1. Pick over the chickpeas and discard any with shriveled or broken skin and any bits of grit. Place the chickpeas in a large fine-mesh sieve and rinse well under cold running water. Transfer to a large bowl, add water to cover generously, and let soak overnight.

			2. The next day, put the yogurt into a small bowl. Finely grate two garlic cloves over the yogurt and add a pinch of salt. Stir well and then taste. You want to taste the garlic, so don’t hesitate to grate the remaining clove if it is needed. Cover the bowl and refrigerate the yogurt.

			3. In a medium, heavy pot, warm the oil over medium-high heat. When the oil is shimmering, add the onion and chopped chili and cook, stirring often, until the onion is lightly golden and the chili is softened, 10 to 15 minutes. Add the coriander, cumin, turmeric, and pepper and cook, stirring, for 1 minute. Add the tomato and 1 teaspoon salt and mix well.

			4. Drain the chickpeas, add to the pot, and add water to cover by 1 inch. Stir well and bring to a boil, then turn down the heat so the mixture is at a gentle simmer. Cover partially and cook, stirring occasionally, until the chickpeas are tender and the liquid has reduced to a thick soup consistency, 45 minutes to 1 hour (but start checking at 30 minutes).

			5. Remove from the heat, taste, and adjust the seasoning with salt if needed. Stir in 2 tablespoons of the garlic yogurt. Taste and add more yogurt if desired. Transfer the stew to a serving bowl and top with cilantro. Serve immediately, accompanied with the remaining garlic yogurt, warm rice, and whole chilies to nibble on for extra heat.
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			Timur’s Halfghan Sourdough

			Makes 2 loaves

			This is Timur Nusratty’s Afghan-inspired sourdough bread. Timur lived with Tamim in Kabul, and as is true with Tamim, I consider Timur more of an older brother than a friend. Timur is also known as the “Halfghan Chef,” a play on his half-Afghan, half-Western heritage. But it’s also because his cooking bridges those two worlds, like this bread recipe. It combines aspects of a classic sourdough with a khameer torsh, a starter for Afghan naan, which Timur learned from bakers in Kabul. What makes this sourdough truly shine is rolling the tops of the unbaked loaves in a masala of salt, nigella seeds, and sesame seeds. This gives the loaves a toasty, earthy, and savory crust characteristic of great naan found on the streets of cities like Kabul, Kandahar, and Herat.

			Timur’s family has played a central role in protecting and promoting Afghanistan’s cuisine and culture in the United States. In 1968, Mohammed Hasan Nusratty, Timur’s father, opened the Khyber Pass in Oakland, California—America’s first Afghan restaurant. In 1979 when the Soviets invaded Afghanistan and ignited a generation-long war, millions of Afghans were forced from their homes. Some came to the Bay Area, where they found safe haven with people like Timur’s family, who sheltered and supported them with jobs at the Khyber Pass. Those jobs supported families, which in turn fostered the development of California’s vibrant Afghan diaspora, the largest in the United States.

			Timur is a lawyer by trade, but his heart belongs in the kitchen. For years, he ran the Flower Street Café, his family’s restaurant in Kabul. His cooking, as I have come to learn, is as big and generous as his personality, a trait that allowed Flower Street, like the Khyber Pass, to also function as a safe haven of sorts, though not for refugees, but for young progressive Kabulis to temporarily free themselves from the confines of a conservative society. Both Flower Street and the Khyber Pass have closed, but the legacy of their generosity lives on in recipes like this one and many others which Timur shares online.

			
				800g unbleached all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

				200g stoneground whole wheat flour

				650g warm water

				150g Timur’s Khameer Torsh (recipe follows)

				3½ tablespoons kosher salt

				3 tablespoons nigella seeds

				3 tablespoons white sesame seeds

			

			1. In a large mixing bowl, combine both flours and the water, and mix thoroughly until a craggy dough with a firm consistency forms.

			2. When the khameer torsh (sourdough starter) has peaked, place the dough mound on a floured work surface and pour it in the middle of the dough. Stretch and fold the corners of the mound over the starter to combine it into the dough. Repeat the stretching and folding five to six times. Add 2½ tablespoons salt and continue to stretch and fold thoroughly until a well-combined, smooth, and cohesive dough forms.

			3. Lift the dough and slap it down onto a flat, floured work surface to help accelerate the yeast fermentation process. Repeat this step two to three times over the course of 1 hour. Alternatively, you can continue to stretch and fold the dough four to five times over the course of 2 hours. After each slap or fold, shape the dough into a ball, place it in a bowl, and cover it until the next round. After the final slap or fold, shape the dough into a ball, return it to the bowl, cover, and let it rest on your counter for at least 6 hours or (ideally) overnight until the dough has doubled in size.

			4. Using a bench scraper, pour the dough out onto a lightly floured work surface and cut it into two equal parts. Lightly flour your hands and shape each half of the dough into a mound. Let both rest on the work surface for 15 to 30 minutes.

			5. Make the naan masala. In a small bowl, combine the nigella seeds, sesame seeds, and 1 tablespoon salt. Stir until combined, pour the mixture onto a large plate, and spread it evenly across the surface. Set aside.

			6. Dust two proofing baskets with flour. Shape each dough mound to fit the baskets. Using the bench scraper, pick up one dough mound from the bottom and carefully invert it, lowering the top of the dough into the plate containing the naan masala. Roll the top of the dough over and into the masala so that the dough is properly crowned with as much of the masala as possible. Then carefully lower the dough into one of the proofing baskets with the masala side facing the bottom of the basket. Cover the basket with a tea towel, and let proof for 2 to 3 hours. Repeat with the second loaf. Any leftover masala can be stored in a sealed glass jar for up to 3 months in the pantry.

			7. Thirty minutes before the dough is finished proofing, preheat the oven to 500°F, with two empty Dutch ovens and their lids inside.

			8. Once proofing is complete, carefully remove the dough from the basket and place it on a piece of parchment paper, masala side facing up. Repeat with the second basket. Using a very sharp knife, give each of the loaves a long score across the top to create an “ear,” that nice, defined ridge that peels back and away from the main loaf.

			9. Carefully remove the hot Dutch ovens from the oven and place them on the stovetop or a trivet. Gently lift the parchment paper, set it inside the Dutch oven, and cover with the lid. Repeat with the second dough mound. Bake for 30 minutes until the loaves rise and increase in volume, and the “ears” open up. After 30 minutes, remove the lids, lower the temperature to 435°F, and bake the loaves for an additional 10 to 15 minutes, until sufficiently browned and crusty. Remove from the oven and let the loaves rest uncovered in the Dutch ovens for about 30 minutes. Then lift the loaves from the pots by the parchment paper and place them on a wire rack to continue cooling.

			 

			Timur’s Khameer Torsh (Sourdough Starter)

			This is the recipe for Timur’s khameer torsh or Afghan sourdough starter. When your starter lives in your refrigerator, simply keep it healthy by feeding it weekly and it will last you years (see Notes, this page). You can use your khameer torsh for any type of sourdough. Remember, it’s a living thing; it requires vigilance. But the reward is well worth it.

			
				All-purpose flour

				Stoneground whole wheat flour

				Water

			

			1. Day 1: Using a scale, weigh a clean 1-quart glass jar without its lid. Record the weight in grams and write the number on the lid using a Sharpie. In the glass jar, combine 100g all-purpose flour with 150g of lukewarm water, approximately 85°F. Stir until a thick, smooth paste forms. Scrape down the sides of the jar. Loosely cover the jar with the lid, but don’t seal it completely, and leave at room temperature for 24 hours. After 24 hours, you should see some bubbles or a slight increase in volume.

			2. Day 2: You now need only 70g of the jar’s current contents (i.e., the empty jar weight written on the lid plus 70g of starter). Weigh the starter in its jar and discard the excess. Add 50g all-purpose flour, 50g whole wheat flour, and 115g lukewarm water to the jar and stir until thoroughly combined. Loosely cover the jar with the lid. Leave at room temperature for another 24 hours.

			3. Day 3: Repeat this process on Day 3. Observe your starter closely. You should see more bubbles forming, and the starter may rise and fall slightly. It should have a slightly sour smell.

			4. Day 4: You now need only 70g of the jar’s current contents (i.e., the empty jar weight plus 70g of starter). Weigh the starter in its jar and discard the excess. Add 50g all-purpose flour, 50g whole wheat flour, and 100g lukewarm water to the jar and stir until thoroughly combined. Loosely cover the jar with the lid and leave at room temperature for another 24 hours.

			5. Day 5: Repeat this process on Day 5.

			6. Day 6: You now need 50g of the jar’s current contents (i.e., the empty jar weight plus 50g of starter). Weigh the starter in its jar and discard the excess. Add 50g all-purpose flour, 50g whole wheat flour, and 100g lukewarm water to the jar and stir until thoroughly combined. Loosely cover the jar with the lid and leave at room temperature for another 24 hours.

			7. Day 7: Repeat this process on Day 7. As the starter gets stronger, you’ll notice it rising more predictably and becoming more active.

			8. Day 8: You now need 100g of the jar’s current contents (i.e., the empty jar weight plus 100g of starter). Weigh the starter in its jar and discard the excess. Add 100g all-purpose flour and 100g lukewarm water to the jar and stir until thoroughly combined. Loosely cover the jar with its lid and leave at room temperature for another 24 hours.

			9. Day 9: Repeat this process on Day 9. Meet your new sourdough starter

			 

			Notes
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