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Praise for Cold Kitchen

A Financial Times and Observer ‘Best Summer Read’

A Times Literary Supplement Book of the Year

‘A quiet and beautiful book, a unique blend of history, place, love, food and belonging. Eden writes so sincerely and so intimately you miss her as soon as you’ve read the last page.’ Diana Henry

‘Powerfully evocative and beautifully written, Cold Kitchen will warm your heart. Curl up with this book and let it gently take you places near and far; you will find a sense of home, the hearthstone of our shared humanity.’ Elif Shafak

‘One of the most brilliant travel writers of her generation, Caroline Eden is masterful at evoking the flavours and emotions of her encounters while on the road in eastern Europe and Central Asia. In Cold Kitchen, she weaves together the contemporary and the historical, the mundane and the magical, in a heartfelt memoir on the meanings of both distant adventures and the comforts of home.’ Fuchsia Dunlop

‘A beguiling book overlaid with a tinge of melancholy for a world that is so often in a state of violent upheaval. Anyone who has ever felt the pangs of homesickness will understand how cooking can transport you.’ Mail on Sunday

‘She has a born storyteller’s ability.’ Wall Street Journal

‘This cozy memoir offers rich descriptions of international foods … In the book’s strongest moments, Eden gestures toward the political significance of her culinary escapades abroad.’ New Yorker

‘Into her Edinburgh kitchen, Caroline Eden tenderly gathers the ingredients and memories from a hundred journeys in Turkey, the Baltics, the Caucasus and Central Asia. A wonderful feast of a book by a multi-talented author.’ Philip Marsden

‘A unique memoir to savour by an explorer of our time. Eden’s cultural and culinary map takes us into a wonderfully rich world.’ Lyse Doucet

‘A moving reflection on how meaning is accrued through time and memory.’ Times Literary Supplement

‘A hugely accomplished work that manages to be wildly enjoyable, often moving and always thoughtful.’ Spectator

‘Travel, history, food and identity – it’s all here in intrepid traveller Caroline’s tenderly written memoir.’ Waitrose Food
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A Subterranean Homecoming


Home again. Home again to this subterranean kitchen, cold as a larder, quiet as figs…


Carrying the malt reek of breweries, the wind pushes against my shoulders as I unlock the black door to my flat. Inside, shutting out the night, I take off my shoes, put down my holdall and, treading over a drift of junk mail, I move carefully over the hallway’s cracked floorboards, feet sidestepping splintery crevices. Then, turning right, I descend a tight curve of flagstone stairs where, at the bottom, the kitchen opens up.

And it is there that I enter an underworld of silence, where everything is interior, ill-lit, zoomed-in and thoughtful. Without recent life energy, the kitchen exudes a particular and comforting mustiness, proving its bearings deep beneath Edinburgh’s cobblestones.

Untied by travel miles – eyes red, throat parched, tongue sour – I sit down at the heavily carved dark oak kitchen table and slowly begin to feel myself soften in the peacefulness and diffused light. Shoulders, weak and achy, begin to drop, facial muscles relax, then lower back and arches of feet.

Sinking into the wooden chair, and its split leather seat, I am grateful to be here. Here, in this modest-sized room that requires fifteen paces to cross its entire length. Because over the years, it has become important to me, this kitchen, and I have let myself become entangled by it. Somewhere safe and promising to return to, somewhere capable of soothing my pathological restlessness, at least for a while. A hitching post, not unlike a familiar dovecote for a messenger pigeon.

And it matters, because when I write, it is here that I write (in a little office off to the side). And because when I cook, it is here that I cook (on a little electric stove). As the Egyptian writer Naguib Mahfouz put it, ‘Home is not where you were born; home is where all your attempts to escape cease.’1

So, now home. Home to the kitchen’s wordless welcome.

~

With its union of practicality and magic, a kitchen is a portal, offering extended range and providing unlikely paths out of the ordinary. Offering opportunities to cook, imagine and create ways back into other times, other lives and other territories: Central Asia, Turkey, Ukraine, the South Caucasus, Russia, the Baltics and Poland. Places that have eased into my marrow over the years, shaping my life, writing and thinking. They are here, these lands I return to, in this kitchen. In my notebooks, photographs and handwritten recipes. In the fabrics and dried fruit, and plates and pottery and bread stamps and hollowed-out gourds for holding spices. In flea market finds, knives and forks, table runners and embroidered napkins. In the memories I keep of kitchens elsewhere, in short-term rented apartments in Bishkek, Istanbul, Yerevan, Rīga and Almaty. All of this is unpacked in the kitchen, ready and waiting to be indulged and transformed into new things – pieces of journalism, recordings, essays, books, recipes and meals. Wanderlust mellows here. Longed-for places are suddenly not so far away. Not unreachable, but present. Held again in the hand and heart.

The outside world comes home here, making it possible to be in two places, or times, at once, with just an iota of effort and imagination. No other room in a house is as capable of transforming the everyday into the otherworldly. The kitchen is a treasure room and a birthplace. A rich hunting ground.

In The Ethics of the Dust, published in 1866, John Ruskin, art critic and polymath of the Victorian era, asked: ‘What does cookery mean? It means the knowledge of Medea and Circe, and of Calypso and Sheba … It means the economy of your great-grandmothers and the science of modern chemists … it means English thoroughness, and French art, and Arabian hospitality.’2 Ruskin understood the far-reaching capabilities of cookery and food, how the kitchen is a place where history, nature and culture collide.

One ingredient or dish can conjure up a single moment, or an entire expedition; a whole city or just one unforgettable meal. The feel of nubbly peppercorns between fingers is to revisit a Cambodian pepper farm, the scent of fresh mint is a cup of Moroccan tea poured in the Atlas Mountains. Each encounter in the kitchen can be a form of wayfaring. It is a pleasingly deceiving domestic territory, interior yet outward facing, one that teaches you that sometimes it is sufficient that the mind, not the body, travels.

And it demands that you be physically present, at least for some periods of time. To care for it, this room of ripening and decay, chaos and discipline. To take pride in its cupboards and their contents. To keep an inventory. To manage and adjust. Look after it and it will give back, with its tools and alchemy, and its unique ability to nourish, inspire and host.

You can write a story, or a whole book, and send it from a laptop to an editor from any café, airport or hotel room in the world. You can delight, temporarily, in the buzz of being detached from family, friends, neighbours and responsibilities. But a kitchen is grounding.

Left too long, the kitchen will become sad and fly-haunted. Left too long, things will turn and rot. It is an exchange. This is how we became friends, this cold Edinburgh kitchen and me.

~

Subtle dramas play out day by day, hour by hour in this room, which so artfully reflects and collects the crumbs and details of daily life. Rows unfold over dinner. Accidents happen. Blood is spilled from a knife nick. Fingers are burned on oven racks. Sugar scatters across the floor. Bills are calculated. A birthday is toasted. A dog laps water from a bowl in the corner.

When I stand at the hob cooking, or at the counter chopping, I sometimes try to picture those who stood in the same spot before me, sautéing, boiling and swearing. Just as it is now a domestic atlas of my own private world, it was once theirs. If you stay anywhere long enough, associations, past and present, begin to form. Ghosts appear.

But finding a kitchen, which would become central to my sense of home, was, until I moved in, an idea and ambition as distant to me as my famous dead neighbours, born in other centuries, their names carved reverently into sandstone. At 52 Queen Street, in 1847, James Young Simpson inhaled drugs in his dining room with some physician friends, thus discovering the anaesthetic power of chloroform.3 Across the road, at 17 Heriot Row, a young Robert Louis Stevenson was nursed by his beloved nanny, a strict Calvinist nicknamed Cummy, in the 1850s.4

Apprehensively, I joined these long-gone souls in 2015, unpacking boxes in the half-light of a January morning. And, within a few days, I knew this chilly basement kitchen – somewhere akin to a workshop, a place to seek and foster ideas – would give me exactly what I needed.

~

As an adult, my experience of ‘home’ had been uncertain and variable. Surging London rents meant precarious living throughout my twenties and some of my thirties. I stayed, for several years, at countless different addresses, either house-shares or tiny studios, whatever my meagre wage as a writer and bookseller could afford. Onto the doormat of two different addresses in south London that I particularly liked – a ground-floor Victorian flat in Brixton and a newly decorated studio in a converted school in Battersea – the same letter landed. The words, under a neat estate agent’s logo, plain yet devastating: ‘We are giving you two months’ notice. The owner is selling,’ or words to that effect.

Few things can make you feel so instantly lost and irrelevant. I had no choice but to politely accept the fact, and leave. I kept my self-pity in check by repeating to myself, it could be worse. After all, I had no children, no significant debt or real responsibilities, and I held a vague but lofty moral opposition to home ownership – who wants to be a slave to a mortgage? To pay such interest and to owe such a huge debt? To live with such threats to their freedom? My grandparents rented. My dad grew up in a rented council house. Why was I any different? Don’t we all learn to subsist on what we have? And anyway, I believed this insecurity and transience was the price to pay for a freelance writer’s life.

But I knew deep down, stronger than any righteous objection, that I never, ever wanted one of those letters again.

I accepted that London was beyond my means. It was irrelevant that my ancestral roots can be traced back to the south-east of the city, Penge and Crystal Palace having been home to my extended family for centuries, many of them living on the same street in terraced houses, all with identical narrow gardens leading down to railway tracks. Some worked as housemaids; others were night watchmen for factories. Some were survivors of war and London bombings. Some were sober, others drinkers.

In 2012, I left London for good. You know in your bones when it is final, and so for the umpteenth time in my adult life, I deposited my belongings in bin bags and boxes at Dad’s house and booked a flight.

In Kathmandu, I drank gin and tonics in touristy Thamel and then tried to get a flight to the Tenzing-Hillary Airport (also known as Lukla Airport or ‘the most dangerous airport in the world’), with a plan to join a group and hike to Everest Base Camp. Again and again, flights were cancelled due to bad weather. Unsure what to do instead, I went to a travel agency and bought a Biman Bangladesh Airlines ticket to Dhaka on a whim. Bangladesh was a country I had always wanted to see, having spent many months across the border in India backpacking over the years. On the flight, I had half a dozen business cards pressed into my hands by kind Bangladeshis looking out for a solo traveller. Only after landing did I discover that the small Nepalese plane had eventually departed just after I left, but on take-off it had hit a large bird and crashed, killing everyone on board, including seven Britons on a trekking holiday to the Everest region.

~

It was around this time that I began a correspondence with my future husband, James, himself a peripatetic news journalist. In one long email, written during a train ride aboard the Rangpur Express, from the north-west of Bangladesh to the capital, I described a night aboard the PS Tern, a dangerously overloaded century-old paddle steamer, steered by Captain Jahangir Alam, that had taken us through a river system called Cyclone Alley, and mosquito-heavy nights I had spent in the misty Chittagong Hill Tracts. We married two years later.

James gave up his London flat-share, and we moved to a remote sheep-farming community in the Yorkshire Dales, where we rented a large draughty farmhouse. Without upstairs heating, almost certainly haunted and not updated in decades, it did boast spectacular hill walking straight out of the kitchen door, plus a classic oil-fuelled Aga, as well as a huge Victorian black cast-iron range in the dining room. Then, with our new puppy, Darwin, a Yorkshire-born lemon-and-white beagle, we leapt north again, to Edinburgh, unable to face another damp Yorkshire winter spent sleeping in woolly hats.

Neither of us had ever owned property, nor did we know Edinburgh very well – only that it was architecturally compelling, well connected to trains and planes and had superb access to mountains. James had lived in Moscow, Oslo and Almaty, working for news desks, and together we were clueless on mortgages, contracts and solicitors.

We viewed ten flats but settled on the first one we saw. It was a bit scruffy, as past owners had not given it enough care or attention, but it had its own front door, unlike many tenement flats
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