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A Middle Eastern Feast

CLAUDIA RODEN was born and brought up in Egypt. The publication of her Book of Middle Eastern Food in 1968 revolutionized Western attitudes to the cuisines of the Middle East. She continued to write cookery books with a special interest in the social and cultural background of the food. Her books have won her many awards. The Glenfiddich Trophy was given ‘In celebration of a unique contribution to the food that we eat in Britain today’; the Prince Claus Award for Culture of the Netherlands was in recognition of exceptional achievements. In 2010 the James Beard Foundation of America inducted Roden into the Cookbook Hall of Fame for the influence her first book has had on cooking in America.
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Introduction (2011)

I started collecting recipes for A Book of Middle Eastern Food when Jews left Egypt after the Suez crisis in 1956. I was at art school in London, and my parents followed my brothers and me there. During the next decade I saw waves of relatives and friends who stopped over in the city. Everyone was asking for recipes and offering theirs. We might never see each other again, but we would have something to remember each other by. The women who gave me recipes were, like my mother, in their late forties and older. They said that they had them from their mothers and grandmothers. So the ways of cooking had not changed for at least a hundred years. I took down everything they said: ‘you know that there is enough flour when the dough feels like your earlobe’; ‘rub the toasted hazelnuts with your hands then go out in the garden and blow the skins off’; ‘mince the meat three times through a fine mincer then pound it to a paste’. Every recipe was precious. There had been no cookbooks in Egypt, and we were all concerned with keeping a link with the life we left behind.

Egypt in our time had been a very mixed cosmopolitan society in the cities (it was the time of King Farouk and I saw in Gamal Abd el Nasser’s revolution). There were long-established communities of Armenians, Greeks, Italians, Syrians and Lebanese, as well as expatriate French and British communities. Our royal family was an Ottoman Albanian dynasty and our aristocracy was Turkish. The Jews were also mixed. My grandparents came from Syria and Turkey, and there were families from North Africa, Greece, Iraq and Iran. When we ate at friends’ homes we enjoyed a range of dishes from various countries. That is why I ended up covering most of the Middle East.

We were very Europeanized. We spoke French at home and Italian with our nanny. At the English School in Cairo we studied English history and geography, nothing at all about Egypt or the Arab world. But generations of my family had lived for hundreds of years an integrated life in the Arab and Ottoman worlds, and something of their sensibilities, experience and knowledge filtered down to us. It was those worlds that captivated me – the part of my culture that I hardly knew, which belonged to my parents, especially my father – that I wanted to recapture. That is why I filled the book with Arab proverbs, riddles, tales and poems about food. I am sometimes asked how a Jewish woman can be fascinated with Arab food and culture. I reply that they were also ours and we were part of it.

At the British Library I found a translation of a thirteenth-century culinary manual from Baghdad, accompanied by poems celebrating food translated by Professor Arberry, and a social analysis by the French orientalist Maxime Rodinson of a culinary manuscript of the same period from Damascus. Some medieval recipes had similar names, similar combinations of ingredients and flavourings, and similar techniques to those I had been hearing from the people who were giving me their recipes. I was enthralled. For months I entertained friends with medieval banquets. That is how I became interested in the history of food.

After the publication of the book, people always talked to me about food. Those who came from the Middle East revealed their passions for particular foods and offered culinary secrets. I was invited to eat and to watch people cook and I had correspondents in different countries. My pockets were full of cooking instructions acquired at chance meetings, and my drawers were full of recipes written in different hands. I also had many opportunities to travel in the Middle East. I went on collecting recipes and researching the background of the dishes. The new material went into a 1985 edition entitled A New Book of Middle Eastern Food. The extracts in this little book are from that edition.

Although I made some changes and additions throughout the 1985 edition, I left the recipes as they were with the voices and idiosyncrasies of those who gave them. The amateur way in which they are described reflects the rich and varied character of very personal and much-loved cooking traditions passed down through generations in the family. It was cooking without gadgetry. Even when I was trying out the recipes there were no food processors or blenders. In the second edition, after explaining a laborious method, I sometimes added that you could do it all very quickly and easily with a food processor. That is what I suggest you do when you need to blend something to a paste.

The history, tales poems and proverbs are not included in this book. The editors chose to feature only the narrative extracts that are in my voice. That voice is the one I had as a young woman whose mother tongue was French, beginning a new life in a new world and missing the old one, writing to record a lost heritage in a country where people asked if Middle Eastern food was about sheep’s eyes and testicles.


Introduction (1968)

[…]

The first recipe I wrote down was for ful medames. I was a schoolgirl in Paris then. Every Sunday I was invited together with my brothers and a cousin to eat ful medames with some relatives. This meal became a ritual. Considered in Egypt to be a poor man’s dish, in Paris the little brown beans became invested with all the glories and warmth of Cairo, our home town, and the embodiment of all that for which we were homesick.

Our hosts lived in a one-room flat, and were both working, so it was only possible for them to prepare the dish with tinned
ful. Ceremoniously, we sprinkled the beans with olive oil, squeezed a little lemon over them, seasoned them with salt and pepper, and placed a hot hard-boiled egg in their midst. Delicious ecstasy! Silently, we ate the beans, whole and firm at first; then we squashed them with our forks and combined their floury texture and slightly dull, earthy taste with the acid tang of lemon, mellowed by the olive oil; finally, we crumbled the egg, matching its earthiness with that of the beans, its pale warm yellow with their dull brown.

[…]

It has been, for me, a matter of great delight to acquire an extra recipe from some relative passing through London, a well-known ex-restaurateur from Alexandria, or somebody’s aunt in Buenos Aires – another treasure to pass on to the Middle Eastern community in Paris, Geneva or Milan.

Friday night dinners at my parents, and gatherings of friends at my own home, have been opportunities to rejoice in our food and to summon the ghosts of the past.

Each dish has filled our house in turn with the smells of the Muski, the Cairo market, of the corniche in Alexandria, of Groppi’s and the famous Hati Restaurant. Each dish has brought back memories of great and small occasions, of festivals, of the emotions of those times, and of the saying invariably said. They have conjured up memories of street vendors, bakeries and pastry shops, and of the brilliant colours and sounds of the markets. Pickles and cheeses have re-created for us the atmosphere of the grocery shop round the corner, down to which a constant flow of baskets would be lowered from the windows above, descending with coins, and going up again with food. It is these smells, emotions, habits and traditions, attached to and inseparable from our dishes, a small part of our distinctive culture, that I have tried to convey with the food.

At first, on leaving Egypt, I imagined our food to be uniquely Egyptian. In Europe, I discovered that the Turks claimed most of our dishes, and that the Syrians, Lebanese and Persians claimed the rest, leaving us with only a few specialities, our
‘national dishes’. Nearly all our food was common to other Middle Eastern countries, so to write about ‘our food’ was to write about Middle Eastern food generally. I have not been able to disentangle what is an Egyptian culinary tradition from a Turkish, Persian or Syrian one, and I have had to include various countries which I did not intend to at first, but which were necessary to make a complete and comprehensible picture of what was originally my ‘family’s food’.

[…]

Middle Eastern food was in fashion a long time ago. Interest in the cuisine has mirrored the relationship between Europe and the followers of Islam and the relative prestige of their two cultures. It has depended on war and peace, on politics and commerce and also on the spirit of Europe, whether it cultivated the senses or denied them, whether it was hedonist or puritan. In the full-blooded Middle Ages when Islam was in its Golden Age with the most advanced civilization in the world, Middle Eastern food had the greatest impact on cooking in Europe.

At that time Christian Europe looked on the Infidels with fear and horror as pillaging and ravaging barbarians and cruel despots, but at the same time it was impressed by their wealth and power. Chroniclers wrote of the magnificent courts and of the loves and excesses of the Caliphs. Travellers and merchants told of the extraordinary and exquisite foods they were served while they sat on a rug near a fountain in a fruit garden. While worrying about the odious enemy, Europe fantasized about its fabulous riches, of harems and serails, bazaars and minarets, about fierce warriors who chopped off heads, and passionate lovers. The Crusades created an even more avid interest, a mixture of hate for the enemy and fascination for its exotic culture. Popular curiosity was captivated by the philosophical and scientific knowledge of the Islamic civilization. The courts and the upper classes imitated its ways and its fashions. The cooking, too, was a stimulus and an inspiration which brought new ways of looking at food.

When commerce flourished between East and West, rice, almonds, pine kernels and other nuts and dried fruits, such as prunes, raisins, apricots and dates, arrived from the Levant with the aromatics which play an important part in Oriental cooking. Rose water and orange blossom essence, tamarind and all types of seeds, plants and bark appeared in Europe. The Crusaders, Orientalized by years spent in the Levant, often with a local cook in their employ, brought home the ways of handling them. There are still traces of this early influence in the most English of foods: in Christmas pudding and mince pies, marzipan, and in rice pudding, and it is a curious thought that our famous brown sauces and the mint and vinegar sauce for lamb perpetuate the lustre of ancient Persia on our everyday tables.

In the last few years I have become increasingly aware of the debt owed by early European cookery to the Arab tradition. I have come across recipes here and there in old English and French cookery books which are almost identical to those featured in early Islamic manuscripts. They make use of rice and ground almonds or milk of almonds, of the same mixtures of spices and aromatics and the whole range of dried fruits and nuts which were part of the early trade with the Levant […].
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