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INTRODUCTION








A CELEBRATION OF ROOTS: OF GENERATIONS PAST, VANISHED WORLDS AND IDENTITY

[image: image] Every cuisine tells a story. Jewish food tells the story of an uprooted, migrating people and their vanished worlds. It lives in people’s minds and has been kept alive because of what it evokes and represents. My own world disappeared forty years ago, but it has remained powerful in my imagination. When you are cut off from your past, that past takes a stronger hold on your emotions. I was born in Zamalek, a district of Cairo with palm trees, pretty villas and gardens with bougainvillaea, scented jasmine and brilliant red flowers we called ‘flamboyants’. On the map it looks like a cocoon clinging to the banks of the Nile. For the first fifteen years of my life, it was the cocoon from which I never ventured unaccompanied. I lived in an apartment building with my parents; two brothers, Ellis and Zaki; and our Yugoslav-Italian nanny, Maria Koron. Awad, the cook, who came from Lower Egypt, lived on the roof terrace, where servants had rooms. From the windows we could see the Nile and feluccas (sailing boats) gliding by. The sounds were the muezzin’s call and the shouts of street vendors. It was a world full of people. It ended in 1956, after Suez, as a result of Egypt’s war with Israel.

My father died in 1993 at the age of ninety-four, a few months after my mother. They had spent the last years holding hands, switching from one radio station to another listening to the latest world events, and talking passionately about their life in Egypt. They lived near me in London, and I was the audience for their constant dramatized re-enactments of the stories of all the people they had known. These stories were capable of endless change as new interpretations were explored. At 16 Woodstock Road, it seemed that we had never left Cairo.

The smell of sizzling garlic and crushed coriander seeds in the kitchen, or of rose water in a pudding, and my mother’s daily meals, reinforced the feeling.

When I look through the old notes and recipes given by relatives and friends soon after they left Egypt, it rekindles memories of our old life in a vivid way. They are written in French and interspersed with remarks about who gave the recipe long ago in Egypt, how much the dishes were appreciated by a certain person, and the occasion on which they were served. Each recipe has a name. There is ‘kobeba Latifa’, ‘fromage blanc Adèle’, ‘hamud Sophie’, ‘pasteles Iris’, ‘blehat Rahel’, and so on. Most of the people are dead now. They were my parents’ generation. But their recipes keep their memory very much alive, at least for me.

Our Cairo had been two cities that turned their backs on each other. One looked like Paris, because Khedive Ismail, who ruled in the middle of the nineteenth century, had wanted to pull Egypt into Europe and had brought in European architects to build it. The other had narrow meandering streets, mausoleums, and public baths; fountains with curvy iron grilles and windows screened by wooden lattices; Coptic churches and mosques with minarets rising into the sky like delicately embroidered candles. But our cooking was also from other cities. We made Istanbul pies, Aleppo cracked wheat salads, Castilian almond and orange cakes, egg flans from Fez.

The Egypt I knew was a French-speaking, cosmopolitan Mediterranean country in which life for the better-off was a sort of continuation of the Belle Époque in an annexe of Europe, with colonial-style clubs, opera and ballet and entertaining on a grand scale. Egypt had been part of the Ottoman Empire and a British protectorate. It was led by a foreign (Albanian) dynasty, a court made up of exiles from the Turkish aristocracy, and a royal council that spoke limited Arabic. The Jewish community had a happy and important place in the mosaic of minorities – which included Copts, Armenians, Syrian Christians, Maltese, Greeks and Italians, as well as British and French expatriates – living among the Muslim majority.

Established mainly in Cairo and Alexandria but also in a number of small towns and villages, the Jewish community was itself a mosaic of people of different origins. The original community, which was as old as antiquity, had been joined by several waves of immigrants, and these had all kept up their different cultures and identities into the twentieth century. We gave ourselves the fictional name of ‘Basramite’ to characterize our mixed backgrounds (no one knows where it came from). There were the Arabized inhabitants of the Haret el Yahoud – the Jewish quarter of Cairo, which we called the hara or simply le quartier, and which was built as early as 389 – and of the equally ancient Souk el Samak (fish market) in Alexandria. Descendants of Jews from the Iberian Peninsula came in the sixteenth century and then again in the nineteenth from Salonika, Smyrna, Istanbul, the Balkans, and North Africa. They were called Espagnoli and Kekeres, the latter because of the way they asked ‘Qué quieres?’ (‘What do you want?’) Immigrants from Yemen and North Africa started coming in the Middle Ages. There were a few Ashkenazim. They were called Schlecht, meaning ‘bad’ in Yiddish. They claimed this was the local deformation of the word ‘select’, but nineteenth-century accounts reveal that they were so labelled because when they first arrived as escapees from pogroms in Russia and Eastern Europe they exclaimed in horror upon seeing the hara: ‘Schlecht! Schlecht!’ There were Italians who followed the old ‘Italki’ rites, and Italians from Livorno, who followed Spanish rites, and people from Iraq and Syria. My own family was from Syria and from Turkey.

The community was polyglot. Our main language was French. We spoke it with an unorthodox grammar and special intonations, infected by all the jargons of the Levant and reinforced by gesticulations and facial expressions. We used many Italian words, such as falso and avvocato. We called our grandparents nono and nona, rag-and-bones was roba vecchia (old things), taglio bianco (white cut) was veal. We were great talkers, switching from one language to another. Every gathering was a fight to be heard. People shouted across the room and across conversations. Strangers thought we were quarrelling. It was a closely knit community, and it felt as though we were all related. Our families were large and extended – almost tribal clans.

My two grandfathers, Elie Douek and Isaac Sassoon, had come from Aleppo at the end of the nineteenth century. My great-grandfather Haham Abraham ha Cohen Douek was the chief rabbi of that city when it was part of the Ottoman Empire. His portrait in turban and kaftan wearing medals given to him – ‘personally’, my father said – by the Sultan Abdul Hamid II, still hangs in the synagogue in Aleppo. The same photograph looks down at me from my study wall, as it does from the walls of many of my relatives around the world. My family in Egypt always kept the key of the synagogue. When my great-uncle Jacques went to Aleppo on his honeymoon in the 1930s, he was able to open the door with it. His widow, Régine, who now lives near the Champs-Élysées, had thought Aleppo a bit of a disappointment after his build-up. She managed to get for Jacques a place in the Jewish cemetery of Versailles – a rare privilege, because it is full – and a red-carpet funeral treatment, by telling the Paris rabbis that he was the son of Haham Abraham.

Both my grandfathers left when Aleppo ceased to be the centre of the camel-caravan trade because of the opening of the Suez Canal, and when the canal and the development of the cotton trade had turned Egypt into an ‘El Dorado of the Nile Valley’. Both went to live in a newly built quarter of Cairo called Sakakini, in the Daher, where everyone was Jewish (my father insisted that I must distinguish it from the hara, where only the very poor were left by the time his family arrived). It was built on drained marshland by Sakakini Pasha. The streets converged like the spokes of a wheel towards a baroque rococo palace with turrets and carved angels where the Sakakini family lived. There were several synagogues, Jewish schools, ritual baths and kosher butchers. When I asked my father what their everyday life had been like, he said, ‘We spent our time on the balcony talking to passers-by. The men went to work, the women prepared the meals.’
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With my parents, Cesar and Nelly Douek, and my brother Ellis in 1939.

Their cooking was Aleppan. It was considered the pearl of the Arab kitchen – refined and delicate. It was labour-intensive, with a lot of pounding, hollowing, stuffing, wrapping and rolling into tiny balls and fingers. The women prided themselves on their skills and – so my father said – were happy to spend hours in the kitchen. They cooked in company, and that was part of the fun. They filled chickens with meat and pine nuts, stuffed lamb with rice, rolled vine leaves and filled pastries with mashed dates. Their crowning glory was kibbeh, which was a world in itself, with dozens of varieties. Basically, it had an outer shell of pounded wheat and meat and a spicy meat and onion filling. The apartment resounded constantly with the ringing of the metal pestle and mortar with which they pounded the meat and wheat. It smelled of mint and spices and sizzling lamb, of tamarind and orange blossom.
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With my brothers, Zaki and Ellis.

My grandmother Sarah Hara did not read or write, although everyone from her large extended family sought her advice on every matter. She said the rabbis in Aleppo had forbidden her to learn because she was a girl. It had something to do with girls becoming free and able to send notes to lovers. She had married a man much older than herself and was left a widow with many daughters to marry off. She wore a long brown dress called a habara. With a little envy, she mocked the new generation’s Frenchified ways.

My maternal grandmother, Eugénie Alphandary, was from Istanbul. She was a grande dame who spoke French like a Parisian, quoted Voltaire and Victor Hugo and was fired by the ideals of ‘Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité’. The private language she spoke with my mother when they did not want us children to understand was Judeo-Spanish. She called it Castilian to differentiate it from the Judeo-Spanish that she described as a ‘degraded Spanish mix’ which some other people spoke. Hers was below French in her esteem, but to us it represented a mysterious lost paradise, a world of romance and courage and glorious chivalry which enmeshed us all in invisible threads of deep longing with its songs about lovers in Seville and proverbs about meat stews and almond cakes. That world was embodied by the little pies, sharp egg and lemon sauces, and meatballs incorporating vegetables that we ate at my grandparents’ home. Her cold vegetable dishes had a faint sweetness about them, the pastries an orange flavour. When we bit into a pie, we found mashed aubergine or spinach. Everything had a Spanish name, and many things had an affectionate ending, like ‘pasteliko’ and ‘borekita,’ which denoted that they were small.


The friends and relatives my grandmother entertained had names like Sol, Grazia and Elvira, and family names like Pérez y Calderón, Santos, Abravanel, Rodrigues and Toledano. But she had called her children Yvette, Marcelle, Nelly, Germaine, Giselle and Joseph. Her father was a teacher at the Alliance Israélite Universelle in Istanbul. The Alliance was one of hundreds of Jewish schools, a charitable institution with headquarters in Paris, which brought French to all the Jewish communities of the Middle East. She had won a scholarship to their école normale (teachers’ training school) in Paris and was sent to Egypt to teach at the Alliance school there.

[image: image]

Cairo’s Muski district, where Jewish men had their businesses.

A few years ago, I found a book about the Jews of Egypt in the nineteenth century which contains letters by her father. He had been sent from Istanbul as a young man to assess the possibility of opening Alliance schools in Egypt and wrote back that the children spoke six languages but could not read or write and he doubted that they could ever be made to sit down. More than one school opened. My grandmother married as soon as she arrived. My grandfather Isaac, whose first wife had just died in childbirth, fell for her milky white skin and golden red hair.

Until the end of the nineteenth century, the indigenous Jews and those from other Arab countries had spoken Arabic and worn Arab clothes (they were Arab but different) – the women the habara, the men galabias and kaftans with turbans, skull caps and tarbooshes (fezzes). The Europeanization and ‘emancipation’ of the Jews began with the building of the Suez Canal and the modernization of the economy. A Jewish middle-class bourgeoisie, educated first in Jewish schools, then by Christian and secular missions, grew out of the developing cotton trade and the capitalist explosion of the country. Jewish men went into cotton, banking, the stock exchange and industries like textiles, oil pressing and sugar refining. Many stayed behind in the small trades and handicrafts. All my relatives were merchants in general commerce. They called themselves ‘import-export’ but they were really ‘import-import’, dealing with everything from towels and underwear to china, sugar, coffee, and tea. They were khawaggat, Europeanized men who wore suits and tarbooshes. Some toured the villages by train. Their offices and warehouses were in the bazaar area of the Hamzaoui.

My parents used to tell us how they pitied those of our relatives whose wives did not bother to give them proper breakfasts so they had to buy ful medammes (Egyptian brown beans), taamia (the Cairo name for falafel), and lentil soup from vendors at the bazaar. Later I heard from my relatives how they pitied my father because my mother did not let him eat out. It was a question of pride, not of religious orthodoxy. An account of a European Jewish traveller in Aleppo 100 years before expresses the shock he felt at seeing Jews eating food prepared by non-Jews at the bazaar. Our community in Egypt on the whole was even more lax in its religious practice, but the synagogue was an important part of our lives. It was a joyous place to meet and socialize.

Every Friday evening and on high holidays, the Grand Temple was packed with people who came to hear Rabbi Nahum’s famous speeches in French. By tradition, the prime minister of Egypt always came for the Kol Nidre prayer. We also attended a small synagogue on top of a garage in the garden of a private house in Zamalek. It was packed with men swaying from side to side (not backwards and forwards, as Eastern Europeans do). They sang plaintive nasal chants in Spanish modulations and tunes from Morocco, Syria and Iraq, as well as some copied from the recitations of the Koran and the Egyptian national anthem. Every man started from the beginning of the prayer book, no matter when he arrived, so the result was a cacophony. The room glittered with chandeliers and velvet drapes embroidered with gold and silver thread. The women sat outside in the garden on golden chairs under a pergola. Dressed in coloured silks, perfumed and bejewelled, they exchanged the latest gossip about matches, dowries, and infidelities and visits to saintly tombs. Every so often, a face would appear at the window and shout ‘Taisez-vous les dames!’ (‘Shut up, ladies!’) and they would stop for a while and intone ‘Amen!’

Jewish holidays were important occasions. They went on for days. Every member of the family was visited, the oldest first. There were always hundreds of people to kiss. The older relatives smelled of the rose water with which they washed. Depending on the time of day, sweetmeats and pastries or mezze (little salads and appetizers) were passed around. For the high-holiday dinners, tables were connected with planks. Huge quantities of food were prepared. Cooking went on for days. Housewives joined forces and brought their cooks. Itinerant cooks who specialized in certain dishes were also engaged.

Every family had its own special dishes for festive occasions. Although in my day the community had become relatively homogenized and many delicacies had become obligatory on every party table, those dishes which reflected the origins of families were also there, and you could trace the family’s ancestry by looking at the spread on the table.

Part of the appeal for me of working on this book is that there is more to Jewish food than cooking and eating. Behind every recipe is a story of local traditions and daily life in far-off towns and villages. It is a romantic and nostalgic subject which has to do with recalling a world that has vanished. It is about ancestral memories and looking back and holding on to old cultures, and it is about identity. It has been like that since Biblical times. The Bible recalls in Exodus the wistful longings of the Jews for the foods they had left behind in Egypt.

At a gastronomic conference I attended in Jerusalem in September 1992 entitled ‘Gefilte Fish or Couscous?’ I was down in the basement kitchen with cooks from Poland, Georgia, Morocco, Iraq, Kurdistan and many other countries. We were preparing tastings and demonstrations of Jewish festive dishes from each of our communities while a black-bearded mashgiah (inspector) with a long black coat, black hat and forelocks looked over our shoulders to make sure that we did not infringe the dietary laws. I was making kobeba hamda, a Syrian Passover dish of ground rice and meat dumplings in a lemony soup, and a Persian lamb stew with quince, and I watched others prepare Sabbath, Purim, Hanukah and Rosh Hashanah specialities. The evening before, there had been a street festival with music and dancing, and the inhabitants of the street – Moroccans, Georgians and others – had brought out unending trays of food for tasting. Following all these amazing displays of dishes, the first subject for discussion at the conference was ‘Is there such a thing as Jewish food?’

I am always asked that question. When I was taken out to dinner by a cousin recently and told him I was still researching Jewish food, he said emphatically, ‘There is no such thing!’ A few friends keep telling me that. I have just put my hand on a paper I gave at the Oxford Symposium on Food and Cookery in 1981 entitled ‘Cooking in Israel: A Changing Mosaic’, in which I said, ‘There is really no such thing as Jewish food. What is familiar here as Jewish food is totally unknown to the Jews of Egypt, Morocco and India. Local regional food becomes Jewish when it travels with Jews to new homelands.’ Thirty years ago, when all that was known in the West of Jewish food was the cooking of the Ashkenazi Jews, whose ancestors came from Eastern Europe and Russia, no one wondered if there was such a thing. Since Jews began to pour out of the Middle East and exotic places like India and Georgia from the mid 1950s, such a bewildering range of ‘Jewish’ dishes has come on the scene that the notion of a Jewish food culture has become questionable.

But because a culture is complex this does not mean it does not exist. The French historian Fernand Braudel, in his book The Mediterranean, wrote that there was undoubtedly a Jewish civilization, but that it was so individual that it was not always recognized as one. He described it as a scattering of countless islands in foreign waters, its matter dispersed like tiny drops of oil over the deep waters of other civilizations, never truly blending with them yet always dependent on them. The Jews, he said, adapted and adopted but never lost their cultural identity.

After years of researching the subject, I can say that each region or country has its own particular Jewish dishes and these are sometimes quite different from the local cuisine. Jews have adopted the foods of the countries they lived in, but in every country their cooking has had a special touch and taste and characteristic features and some entirely original dishes which have made it distinctive and recognizable. And in some countries their food was very different from that of the general population.

One reason for the differences was the adaptation of dishes to comply with the Jewish dietary laws. Because of the prohibition of combining meat and dairy foods, Jews used different cooking fats. In the Middle East, you could tell a Jewish home by the smell of oil, which was used instead of clarified butter. The substitution for forbidden foods like pork and seafood created such specialities as goose salami in Italy and Alsace and whitefish soup in Livorno in Italy.

In Jewish families, cooking has always centred around the Sabbath and religious festivals. All celebrations, whether they commemorate a religious holiday, an episode of Jewish history, or a moment in the cycle of life – a birth, a circumcision, a first tooth, a coming of age, a marriage, the inauguration of a new home, pregnancy, death – were once, and in some cases still are, ruled by tradition, and special foods were part of these traditions. The dishes chosen to celebrate these occasions became part of festive rituals and acquired embellishments as they acquired symbolic significance. They were glamorized to glorify the occasions, and that meant colouring with saffron or turmeric, sprinkling with raisins and chopped nuts, stuffing, enclosing in pie crust and pressing into a mould.

Some dishes changed because of the special dietary requirements of particular holidays. At Passover, for instance, when any leavening agents and indirectly flour and wheat are forbidden, ground almonds, potato flour, matzo meal and matzos are used to make all kinds of cakes, pies, dumplings, pancakes and fritters. The laws of the Sabbath, which prohibit any work, including lighting fires and cooking, from sunset on Friday to Saturday evening, have given rise to a very wide range of meals-in-a-pot to be prepared on Friday afternoon and left to cook overnight for Saturday lunch. These complex dishes comprise a variety of foods to be served as different courses, from the soup-and-meat course to side dishes and sometimes puddings, all in the same pot. There is also an extraordinary variety of original dishes that are to be eaten cold on Saturday. Another feature of Jewish cooking is the many substantial dairy and vegetable dishes which constitute meatless meals.

Apart from these differences, there was always, even centuries ago, a touch of otherness in Jewish cooking, a cosmopolitanism which broke even through ghetto walls. Jewish culinary interests were always wider than those of their immediate environment. Before the days of mass communication, Jews had their own network of communication. The vehicles of gastronomic knowledge were merchants and pedlars, travelling rabbis, preachers and teachers, students and cantors, professional letter carriers, beggars (who were legion) and pilgrims on their way to and from the Holy Land. They brought descriptions of exotic dishes in far-off lands, and sometimes even the exotic ingredients themselves, to the communities they stopped with, so that Jews, even in isolated places, became familiar with the foods of their foreign coreligionists.

For centuries Jews had been international merchants, for a time the only merchants in Europe and the Middle East. As early as the seventh century they were the major channel of intercourse between East and West. As importers, middlemen and wholesalers, they played a great part in the Byzantine commerce, which brought Eastern goods to Europe. The camel-caravan trade was concentrated in their hands. Jewish ships sailed the Mediterranean, and Jewish traders were said to be waiting at every port. As converted New Christians, they were among the earliest arrivals in South America with the Conquistadors, and they dealt with the New World produce. Foodstuffs were always a major part of their trade, and that had an impact on their cooking.

But the main influence on the development and shaping of their cuisine was their mobility – their propensity to move from one place to another. Jews moved to escape persecution or economic hardship, or for trade. Their history is one of migration and exile, of the disintegration and dispersion of communities and of the establishment of new ones. In their Diaspora, or dispersion, which began with the destruction of the Second Temple in the first century AD, Jews brought dishes from past homelands to new ones. The way these dishes changed and adopted new forms in a new environment created hybrids that were particular to them. It is the cooking of a nation within a nation, of a culture within a culture, the result of the interweaving of two or more cultures. The almost complete dispersion of the old communities has radiated their styles of cooking to different parts of the world. Jewish history spans more than three millennia and has touched most parts of the globe, but each dish represents a unique historical experience in a particular geographic location.

Dishes are important because they are a link with the past, a celebration of roots, a symbol of continuity. They are that part of an immigrant culture which survives the longest, kept up even when clothing, music, language and religious observance have been abandoned. Although cooking is fragile because it lives in human activity, it isn’t easily destroyed. It is transmitted in every family like genes, and it has the capacity for change and for passing on new experience from one generation to another. It is possible, by examining family dishes, to define the identity and geographical origin of a family line.

The anthropologist Joelle Bahloul writes in her study of the Algerian Jewish table, Le Culte de la table dressée: rites et traditions de la table juive algérienne, that every family has its own culinary code, which gives it its bearings vis-á-vis its regional origin, its personal identity and its position and prestige in the old country. The code attributes a menu, a dish, a flavour and a ritual, with different table manners and different forms of conviviality, for every occasion, be it festive or ordinary and everyday. Every feast has its own rites and its own dishes and can be remembered by its tastes and its smells. In the selection of dishes – rejected or adopted, appreciated or depreciated and given mythical, ethical or historical rationalization – there is a logic that combines mythological, historic and moral significance to create a symbol.

This book was conceived as a grand comprehensive project. To finance visits to what was left of Jewish communities in various countries around the world, I took on other work and finished other books. But the more I researched and the more I discovered and the more I was fascinated, the more the project seemed impossible. I realized it could take me a life time and would fill several volumes. Scattered as the Jews have been over virtually the whole surface of the earth, residing in lands not their own for 2,000 years, part of different cultures and traditions, it was impossible to attempt to cover all their cooking, from Babylon to New York.

Not only have there been Jews in every country, but the communities themselves were complex and subdivided into groups from different origins. When I visited the old Jewish Ghetto of Venice and met the ladies who cooked for the old people’s home and for the holiday meals for tourists and Venetian returnees, they explained that Venice did not have one style of Jewish cooking but four. They pointed to the three synagogues standing in the piazza, which had followed different rites – Spanish, Levantine and German – for hundreds of years. The cooking, they said, reflected those styles, and there was also an Italian cuisine, which was mainly southern Italian.

In Tunisia, there are two communities – the ‘Livornese’, who came from Livorno in Italy, and the local ‘Tun’, of Berber and Arab origins – which have separate synagogues, schools and cemeteries. They do not intermarry, and there are differences in their cooking. Indian Jewry is the most complex, with at least three different communities that have always kept apart and whose histories and cooking are different. In many countries, including Italy, Morocco, Tunisia, Turkey and Greece, Jewish cooking varied from one city to another. The cooking of Jews who originated in Eastern Europe and Russia is relatively standard, but it has changed according to whether emigrants settled in America, Canada, Britain, South Africa or France.

Jewish cooking is in some ways archaic – some of the dishes have long been lost in the countries where they were adopted – but far from being fossilized; it is very much alive and full of movement. There are so many versions of a dish, so many regional variations, so many changes occurring when it was transported to different homelands, that collecting recipes is like looking through a kaleidoscope with bits moving all the time, or trying to hit a moving target, or, as a friend suggested, walking on quicksand. It is the extraordinary diversity and richness that so attracted me to the subject sixteen years ago, and it is its enormity and complexity that made me abandon it many times.

When I decided (as I did several times) to give up, my editor, Judith Jones, convinced me that the only way to deal with the subject was to make the book a ‘personal odyssey’ and to forget about trying to be comprehensive. This was a very appealing idea, but I found that selecting is even more difficult than collecting. First there was the problem of what countries to represent. Could I leave out the West Indies or Mexico or Ethiopia? I started off intent on finding dishes from every possible community, from China, Libya and Afghanistan to old Provence and Ferrara. I wanted to include many dishes from the lesser-known ‘exotic’ communities, which have in the past been removed from the mainstream of Jewish life. In the end, I decided to concentrate more on those communities that have been in important Jewish centres and whose cooking is most widespread, and most particularly on those whose cooking is prestigious. Some of their cuisines are legendary, like those of the Moroccan and Syrian Jews, but many were a surprise to me, like the cooking of the Indian communities. The others are there too.

Another problem was to decide what dishes were representative of Jewish cooking. You cannot call everything that Jews have eaten Jewish. It is difficult to separate what is Jewish from the foods eaten by the general population, for many dishes are variations on a theme. Conversely, one of the difficulties is that people who came from Orthodox communities often assumed that they ate like everybody else, whereas many of their dishes were quite distinctive. They were not in a position to know, because they could eat only in Jewish homes. I did find a surprisingly large number of dishes that belong exclusively to various Jewish communities. Most are festive dishes. Nearly all the fish and chicken dishes in the book have been Friday night specials somewhere, and most cold things were Saturday foods. But such a collection could still be unbalanced and unrepresentative, containing too many heavy bean and chickpea (Saturday) stews and too many biscuits and almond pastries. So I have included the everyday foods and some of the grand party dishes that Jews were most fond of, and which they brought to new homelands and passed on to their children.

In the wide repertoire to choose from, there are many similar dishes varying in flavourings or methods. There are hundreds of meatballs and fish balls, hundreds of stuffed vegetables, hundreds of cheese pies (why did they like all that rolling and stuffing and wrapping?), milk puddings, fritters in syrup, to name only a few. How did I decide? I would select a dish from France, for instance, in preference to similar ones in Britain or America, because the French make it better. It was not always easy to choose even when looking at one country, however. When I asked an Algerian for a Jewish couscous, the reply was: ‘From which town?’ In every town it was different. In Morocco, there are Jewish specialities from Fez, Tangier, Tétouan, Marrakesh, Ouezzane, Debdou and Essaouira, and several Berber mountain villages have their own Jewish dishes.

There is also the question of authenticity. When communities emigrate, they start using what is available locally and what makes life easier – different cheeses, different rice, substitutes such as gelatine instead of calf’s foot, yogurt instead of sour cream. In France, some North African pieds noirs use veal instead of mutton now, because under French influence they have been made to feel that mutton ‘is heavy and smells too strong’. I had to decide if I should go back to the source in the country of origin or go for the modern, lighter, more elegant version which most people have switched to; how much I should substitute oil for butter or chicken fat, and baking for frying. My decisions were, of course, influenced by a concern with health and with our modern taste for lighter foods, but not if that sacrificed the authenticity of a recipe. Luckily, there are still those who know how things were done in the old homelands and how to adapt them to our world; it is from them for the most part that I took my cue. Usually I offer the alternatives. Even when a community has not moved, recipes depend on the situation of the individuals who have given them. If they are poor, they can use only what they can afford. The communities that became impoverished use more bread or potatoes, for instance, to make their dishes go further. As an example, a Passover walnut cake in a privately published book, Sefarad Yemekleri, to raise money for a Jewish old people’s home in Istanbul, calls for a large proportion of matzo meal, whereas the same cake, when it arrived in Cairo from Istanbul in the early nineteenth century, used only walnuts. It is not always easy to decide at what point in time and on what soil dishes were at their best.

There are dozens of Jewish recipes for head, feet, spleen, stuffed intestines, heart, lungs, testicles, even penis. Most of them are delicious, but who will be brave enough to cook them these days? Anyway, most offal is not available in Anglo-Saxon countries now, because of lack of demand and health risks (in Britain, because of ‘mad cow’ disease).

I have been asked if I was going to offer dishes that people haven’t cooked for 100 years. The answer is that I may give them a mention, but the recipes I have included are all much alive in some corner of the world, although it may be in Sydney, Australia, instead of Bombay, India; and Afoula, Israel, instead of Djerba, Tunisia.

When I was in Israel, a woman whose family came from Iraq – an anthropologist who was also a brilliant cook – invited me to her home with a woman from India so that I could ask them both for recipes. I spent the afternoon taking detailed notes, and at the end the lovely anthropologist said, ‘Now, what we want from you is to go and get many other recipes for these same dishes and to find the very best version. That is what we want from you – to find the best.’ That night she brought me kichree, a dish of rice and red lentils, to taste, and it was wonderful. But I did get a better one from my friend Sami Zubaida in London, and I know I don’t have to feel guilty about featuring it. After I had tried hundreds (perhaps thousands!) of recipes and many in their different versions, the selection made itself on gastronomic merits. Of course it reflects my tastes and my background, my travels, the people I have met who gave me recipes, and also the degree of enthusiasm of the friends who came to dinner and tasted my trials.

It may seem to you, on looking at the book, that I have chosen a disproportionately large number of Sephardi recipes. But the Sephardi section includes many very different cultures and regional styles, from Italian to Indian, and they all needed representation. I started off thinking I would pick only a few recipes from each community, but as I tried one after the other and found them enchanting – like discovering raw diamonds – I had to include many.

Though I grew up in a Sephardi family and that tradition has always remained a part of my life, I have lived in the Ashkenazi world since the age of fifteen – first as a schoolgirl in Paris, then having married into a Russian Jewish family in England – so I have long been familiar with Eastern European Jewish food. But it was only when researching this book, and striving to find the best versions of dishes, that I realized just how many gems there were.

The criterion of selection throughout was to include only the most delicious.

The ‘testing’ meals went on for years. There were tête-à-têtes when I made small quantities for two or three, and there were great noisy banquets for up to fifteen people – seated around my oval hunting table while a dozen different dishes were passed around. The merits of the dishes and possibilities for improvement were discussed. I noted at the head of each recipe in my computer who had eaten the dish and how much they liked it. I dropped the dishes that did not meet with approval. Many of the friends who came to eat are cooks and chefs and food writers, and all are discriminating food-lovers, so it is reassuring for me to remember how much they enjoyed the dishes and how rapturously they received so many of them. Most of all, it is my family – my son, Simon, and his wife, Ros; my daughter Anna and her husband, Clive; and my daughter Nadia when she was over from New York – who went through the repertoire every week and made their comments.

History is important in the shaping of cooking traditions, and never more so than with Jewish food, which has no geographical base, no terroir, as the French call the native soil to which a gastronomy obeys stable and unvarying imperatives. Working on this book has been for me a voyage of discovery. To make sense of their dishes, I had to gain an insight into the culture and history of the Jews. It has been so fascinating that I have resisted recommendations that I should not burden readers with big chunks of history and have passed on what I found. It is good to be able to place a dish. The more delectable it is, the more I want to know something about it.

Two Cultures – Ashkenazi and Sephardi

Organizing the book to combine history and recipes with stories and personal anecdotes was very difficult. It was clear that I should divide it into parts representing the two main groupings and cultural branches of the Jewish people – Ashkenazi and Sephardi – mainly because Ashkenazi cooking is standard and the history which explains it needs to be told separately. The Sephardi grouping is arbitrary. In the strictest sense, the term ‘Sephardi’ designates only those Jews whose ancestors lived in the Iberian Peninsula – ‘Sepharad’ meaning ‘Spain’ in Hebrew. But in the broad sense in which it is used today, it signifies those Jews whose roots are around the Mediterranean, in the Middle East and in Asia. These days, in Israel, all Jews who are not Ashkenazi are classed as Sephardi, although many of the communities share little of the heritage of Spain or the Mediterranean and have never thought of themselves as Sephardi. The alternative – to describe the Sephardi recipe section as belonging to ‘the other Jews’ – would not do either. Although it represents the cooking of people from many different countries and cultures, there is a certain unity, which means that the great majority have enough in common to make their dishes go well together in a meal. For the sake of clarity and simplification, the Sephardi introduction allows the broad story that links the communities and makes sense of the recipes to be told, although it focuses on the Iberian story. It leaves out the stories of many unique and important communities, but these find a place throughout the recipe section.

From the tenth century, when they emerged, until the twentieth, when they came together for the first time, each group – Ashkenazi and Sephardi – developed its own separate culture in separate geographic areas. Broadly, the dividing line was the mountains that divide the north and south of Europe all the way from the Caucasus via the Alps to the Pyrenees. That the significant migrations in Jewish history have been between east and west, and not between north and south, encouraged the division between Sephardi and Ashkenazi.

The Ashkenazim are the Jews whose origin lies in Western and Eastern Europe and Russia. Their culture developed in a Christian world. It was born in the Middle Ages in Western Europe, and most particularly in Germany. ‘Ashkenaz’ is the Hebrew name for Germany, and Yiddish, the Ashkenazi language, which is written in Hebrew characters, is a thirteenth-century south German vernacular. About two out of three Jews in the world are Ashkenazi, although in Israel the Sephardim are slightly more numerous.

The Sephardi world stretched from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean. With the exception of Christian Italy and Spain and parts of India, almost all the lands where the Sephardim lived before the seventeenth century were under Islamic rule. Judeo-Spanish, Judesmo or Ladino was the language of the Iberian Sephardim.

There was a time when Sephardim and Ashkenazim did not marry each other’s daughters. In my father’s family, intermarriage was considered a mésalliance and a major catastrophe. In Egypt, Ashkenazim were thought of as lacking in refinement and their women as dangerously free and flighty. People were contemptuous and mocking about Ashkenazi cooking and would make guttural choking sounds when they pronounced words like ‘kreplach’ and ‘knaidlach’. The Ashkenazim no doubt felt the same about the Sephardim. And that was also the case centuries ago. There are dozens of written accounts of Ashkenazi travellers to the East who were so horrified to see their coreligionists sitting on the ground and eating with their hands that they could not bring themselves to eat their strange foods. One example is in the Travel Letters of Rabbi Obadiah of Bertinoro, written between 1488 and 1499 during a journey to the Holy Land (translated by Yaakov Dovid Shulman and published in 1992). In a letter to his father, Rabbi Obadiah describes a Sabbath meal at a feasting house in Alexandria when he was a guest of Rabbi Moshe Grasso, who was also the ambassador of Venice: ‘This is how the Jews in all the Muslim lands eat on Shabbos. They sit in a circle on mats. There is no table. Instead a small tablecloth is spread out on a mat, on which are placed many varieties of local fruits.’ In Elkan Nathan Adler’s Jewish Travellers in the Middle Ages (New York: Dover Publications, 1987), a certain Rabbi Menachem, who was granted lavish hospitality in a Jewish household in Jerusalem, recounts that he ‘could not eat and enjoy their dishes, for they are different to our peoples and strange to a healthy man’.

Until recently, each group knew little about the cuisine of the other. When my parents first came to London after Suez in 1956, Jewish neighbours knocked at the door to welcome us. My mother invited them to tea, and when they saw the sesame bracelets, little cheese pies and nut-filled pastries, they asked, ‘Are you sure you are Jewish?’ When I married an Ashkenazi of Russian origin, my then mother-in-law announced at once that she was sorry but she would not eat my fancy food.

The differences in the two styles of cooking have to do with climate and soil and local produce. The Ashkenazi world is a cold world. It is a world of chicken fat, onion and garlic, cabbage, carrots and potatoes, freshwater fish, especially carp, and salt herring. The Sephardi world is a warm one of peppers and aubergine, courgettes and tomatoes, rice and cracked wheat, saltwater fish and olive oil. The Ashkenazi culture is Northern European and Slavic, the Sephardi predominantly Mediterranean and Middle Eastern. Whereas Jews in Christendom were mainly provincial, Jews in Islam were mostly urban, concentrated in ports and main cities. The Ashkenazim were more cut off than the Sephardim from the non-Jewish world, confined as they often were to ghettos and restricted areas. Their history since the late twelfth century is full of persecutions and expulsions. Whereas they were more concerned with spiritual and intellectual values, the Sephardim were more preoccupied with secular pursuits and more interested in the senses. Ashkenazi women in Eastern Europe generally worked outside the home; Sephardi women stayed at home and spent hours in the kitchen.

There were few cases where the two worlds overlapped geographically, and when they did it was a matter of one culinary culture’s taking over the other – there was no fusion of styles, no Ashkenazi–Sephardi hybrids, and no unifying element. In Venice, cooking styles remained separate and distinct from the sixteenth until the twentieth century. In the Balkans, the Ashkenazim were swamped in numbers by the Iberian Jews in the sixteenth century and adopted the Judeo-Spanish language as well as the cooking styles (Skinazi, Polako, and Tedeschi are old Sephardi names). In Amsterdam, there is little sign now in the kitchen of the enormous migration from Spain and Portugal in the late sixteenth century –Jewish cooking in Holland is Ashkenazi. In South America, no foods are associated with the Spanish and Portuguese Jews who came in the sixteenth century. The two styles that have predominated there since the nineteenth century are Syrian and Ashkenazi. The first Jewish cookbook published in English, in 1846, The Jewish Manual edited by ‘A Lady’, contains a large number of Spanish and Portuguese recipes with a few German and Eastern European as well as familiar English and French ones, but Iberian dishes have disappeared entirely from Britain as Ashkenazi cooking became the sole Jewish style. A few dishes said to have been adopted by the Ashkenazim from the Sephardim are macaroons and almond cakes, sponge cake (which is like the Sephardi ‘pan d’Espanya’), and the English fried fish in batter, which was a Portuguese import.

The two worlds have now come together in the same countries and through intermarriage.



THE JEWISH DIETARY LAWS OF KASHRUT

[image: image] Throughout the history of the Jews, observance created a spiritual atmosphere around food and gave it special importance. The dietary laws of kashrut have been one of the most significant factors that influenced Jewish styles of cooking. Until the late eighteenth century, they were kept by all Jews universally. All Ashkenazi Jews observed them until the ghetto walls in Europe were broken and they were ‘emancipated’ and moved towards the big cities. The movement that spread modern European culture among Jews, called the Haskalah, meaning Enlightenment, freed them from religious constraints. The Reform movement, which started in Germany and spread to America in the nineteenth century, declared that a Jew could be a Jew and not practise kashrut. In Oriental lands, Jews remained wholly observant until the end of the nineteenth century, and practised kashrut while they remained in their closely knit communities into the twentieth century.

The practical intricacies involved in keeping the laws of kashrut, the way they acted as a barrier to free intermingling with non-Jews, fostered exclusiveness and separateness and ensured the perpetuation of an identity and a way of life. This resulted in a tendency to preserve archaic styles of cooking. Because Jews could not eat in a non-Jewish home, they did not always become aware of new culinary trends.

According to tradition, the basis of the dietary laws was revealed by God to Moses on Mount Sinai as commandments. The divine commandments, which form part of the Torah, the first five books of the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy), are seen as absolute, eternal, immutable and universal. They were interpreted, elaborated and expanded by Jewish sages and rabbinic commentators whose remarks are recorded in the Talmud, the Book of Law and Tradition. The most important collection of Jewish codes of law – compiled by Joseph Caro, who was born in Toledo in 1488 and went on to live in Constantinople and Safed – is entitled ‘Shulhan Arukh’ or ‘The Prepared Table’. One section, ‘Yoreh Deah’, is concerned with food. It became the universal Talmudic legal reference for the Jewish people and was accepted by the Ashkenazim when Rabbi Moses Isserlis adapted it to Ashkenazi custom by adding the Mapah or ‘Tablecloth’.

The laws of kashrut deal with what is permitted or kasher (kosher-fit) and what is terefah (forbidden); with the preparation of meat to avoid the consumption of blood and the separation of meat from milk products.

All fruit and vegetables are permitted in accordance with the Biblical statement ‘I give you all plants that bear seed everywhere on earth, and every tree bearing fruit which yield seed.’

Animals that both ‘chew the cud’ (meaning herbivores that eat grass and leaves) and have cloven hooves are considered clean and permitted. (The cloven hooves mean that they cannot hold prey and cannot be carnivores.) All others – including pig, rabbit, horse and beasts of prey – are considered unclean and forbidden. All birds of prey or carrion, and certain birds such as owls, storks and ostriches, are forbidden, as are creatures that have died of natural causes or of disease. Because of the obligation of ritual slaughter, game that has been hunted and killed by gunshot may not be eaten.

From the sea only fish that have both fins and scales can be eaten. Since the advent of the microscope has made it possible to see tiny scales which could not be seen with the naked eye, the status of some fish is controversial. Forbidden fish and seafood include sturgeon (whose status is uncertain, because the tiny scales on its tail do not overlap like normal scales), swordfish (because certain types of fish with a sword do not have scales), monkfish, ray, rockfish, skate, turbot, shark, eel, all shellfish and crustaceans, sea urchins, octopus and squid. Reptiles, turtles, snails, frogs and insects are also prohibited.

Blood is forbidden. Following the Biblical injunctions ‘Thou must not eat flesh with its life-blood in it’ and ‘Thou shalt not eat the blood for the soul resides in the blood’, animals must be slaughtered in the ritual manner called shehitah by cutting the throat to let as much blood as possible drain. Large animals must be killed by a skilled professional slaughterer (shohet) with a razor-sharp knife in a single slash, which must sever both the trachea and the jugular vein so as to cause the least possible pain. The shohet says: ‘Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has sanctified us with his commandments and commanded us the shehitah [slaughtering].’ A searcher (bodek) or an inspector (mashgiah) or the shohet himself must examine the carcass for any trace of disease, which renders meat non-kosher. The sciatic nerve, or the hindquarters where the nerve has not been removed, is forbidden. This injunction is in remembrance of Jacob’s struggle with a mysterious stranger who came suddenly out of the night, when Jacob’s thigh was injured and he was left with a limp. Unless a butcher can remove the nerve and sinews very carefully, the entire hindquarters of an animal cannot be eaten. Fat from below the abdomen must not be eaten, because in early times it was sacrificed on the altar.

[image: image]

Postcard depicting ritual slaughter in a part of the Paris meat market reserved for shehitah, c. 1903.

In a few countries, including Israel, hindquarter meat that has been porged – that is, where nerves, tendons and blood vessels have been removed – is used. In the Middle East, porging was practised and sheep’s-tail fat (from below the abdomen) is eaten. In Victorian times in England, the Chief Rabbinate permitted the porging of hindquarter meat. But now that part of the animal is forbidden.

For the meat to be kosher, all traces of blood must be removed by soaking in cold water for half an hour, then sprinkling the meat on all sides with coarse salt and allowing it to drain for one hour before washing it again in cold water three times. An alternative method of withdrawing the blood, which is used for liver, is by preliminary grilling. In that case, the meat does not need to be koshered by salting.

The Biblical command ‘Thou shalt not seethe the kid in its mother’s milk’ has been interpreted by the rabbis and sages who compiled the Talmud between the second and fifth centuries to mean the complete separation of meat and milk. Foods containing the one may not be eaten at the same meal with foods containing the other. Nor may such foods be cooked together; they must be kept completely apart at all stages, from storage and cooking to eating and washing up. In observant homes, there are two separate sets of utensils, crockery and cutlery, napkins and tea towels for the two types of meals. Milk may not be eaten after meat before an interval of several hours, the precise time varying according to local custom. For Eastern Europeans it is six hours, for Germans it is three, and for Dutch Jews it is one hour. But meat can be eaten soon after milk if the mouth is rinsed and bread is eaten in between. Neutral foods, called pareve, such as fish, eggs, grain, vegetables and fruit, can be eaten with either meat or milk products.

No reasons for the prohibitions are given either in the Bible or in later rabbinic sacred books. Rabbinic literature has advanced various explanations for the dietary laws, including moral, philosophical, mystical and metaphysical ones. A popular traditional interpretation is that, by mastering their sensual urges and subordinating their sensual nature to the will of God, human beings rise from their animal to their human nature, attaining sanctification and moral freedom. Modern attempts to rationalize the laws speculate that they were created by the ancient rabbis for health reasons as a precaution against disease.

The Ashkenazim have been much stricter in their practice of kashrut, whereas the Sephardim, even when deeply religious, are known to have been more tolerant and easygoing. The Yiddish proverb ‘If you ask permission the answer will be “It’s forbidden!” ’ refers to the once widespread custom of asking a rabbi if a pot or a chicken is kosher. Since the answer was more likely to be ‘It’s forbidden’, you were better off acting without asking. The concept of separating milshig (dairy) and fleyshig (meat) in different parts of the kitchen emerged in Europe in the Middle Ages, when public bakehouses in the ghettos were divided into two parts. In the shtetl, those whose ways of observance were different were scorned and considered as kinsmen who had assimilative tendencies and wandered from the fold. The Sephardim usually managed a synthesis between religious consciousness and the world around them and had little time for hairsplitting pilpulistic arguments about the law. European travellers to Egypt and Syria in medieval times were shocked to see local Jews buying cooked food such as harissa, a meat-and-wheat porridge, as well as pastries and sweetmeats, from non–Jews in the bazaar for their evening meals. In the late fifteenth century, the Italian Rabbi Obadiah of Bertinoro wrote in his letters to his father from Egypt that ‘the Jews in Cairo only cook at home for the Sabbath’.

Jewish tradition always attached great importance to the local customs of a community. These local customs, although not based in the written law, and varying from one community to another, were regarded as binding. Most Sephardi communities allowed the eating of rice during Passover and still do, whereas Ashkenazim do not. They also ate sheep’s-tail fat, from below the abdomen. Some Ethiopians mixed meat and milk but were careful not to cook the meat of an animal in its actual mother’s milk. Some Yemenites will not eat geese because they are both ‘land and water’ and do not fit in any precise category.




A Hassid goes into a Jewish restaurant and asks if it is super-kosher. The waiter shows him the portrait of a rabbi hanging on the wall and says, ‘You can trust us with him hanging there,’ and the Hassid replies, ‘I could trust you if he was standing in your place and you were hanging up there.’







THE FOOD OF THE ANCIENT HEBREWS IN THE BIBLE AND THE TALMUD

[image: image] Discovering similarities between the cooking of Israelis from Middle Eastern and ‘primitive’ countries like Yemen and Ethiopia and that of their Biblical ancestors – such as flatbreads and cracked wheat – and finding plants mentioned in the Bible growing wild are subjects of fascination in Israel. Cooking columns are full of pieces making connections. It is an expression of romantic nationalism – a way of establishing roots and proving the unbroken Jewish presence and the right to the land through culinary roots. When I was there after Sadat’s historic visit, a newspaper ran a big story with pharaonic illustrations about the likelihood of Jews eating falafel when they were slaves in ancient Egypt. When I talked to my Hebrew publisher, the food writer Ruth Sirkis, about quails landing exhausted on the beaches in Alexandria, only to be caught in nets and plucked and grilled at once, her eyes lit up and she cried: ‘The quails falling from the sky for Moses when the Jews were hungry in the wilderness!’ As I walked in Tel Aviv with the food editor and writer Dalia Lamdani, she noticed a dusty plant growing between stones on a derelict site and picked it up with great tenderness, explaining that it was a herb mentioned in the Bible. Of course it is enthralling to find the same produce growing wild on the land after more than 3,000 years.

The food of the ancient Hebrews has always been important to Jews, a wandering people who have used their ancient history
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