Keeping a Traditional Family Recipe Alive 

YASMINE NOUJAIM: My mother came to the United States from Cairo, Egypt more than twenty years ago. She carried with her, in the lining of her luggage, the recipes of her childhood. I grew up with the pungent aroma of garlic filling the kitchen at dinnertime. I learned when a honey-drenched dessert was ready by watching it turn a crispy, dark brown through the window in our oven. I was supposed to have acquired my mother's most cherished cooking secrets by observing her. But while I enjoyed eating her dishes, I was never really interested in preparing them. Now she claims that all her recipes will die with her one day if I don't start to learn. The only problem is I really can't cook; I'm barely able to boil a pot of eggs. 

Had we been living in Egypt, this would have been a great embarrassment to my family. My grandmother reminds me every time she visits us that cooking should be second nature for an Egyptian woman -- like belly dancing or knowing the words to the songs of the famous Egyptian singer Umm Khaltoum. Cooking is a vital skill, the glue that keeps a family around the table at dinnertime. 

Food is such an important part of our culture that it even plays a role in the dream world. My mother explained that if you dream of a banquet, or eat from a dish in front of you, disaster will strike. 

I am fascinated and at the same time frightened by this superstition. Every so often, when I dream of food (especially heavy meats and pies and breads) I wake up uneasy, my stomach gurgling with displeasure. I think, could this be an ill omen? Probably not. But I always enjoy sharing the imaginary experience with my mother and together we try to extract some kind of meaning. 

Last week, instead of coming to her with a dream I brought her a request. I wanted to learn how to cook so I asked her if she knew of any simple recipes she could share with me. She chose a vegetarian dish requiring little more than one eggplant, some olive oil and of course garlic, the most common and necessary ingredient in Middle Eastern dishes. Kitchens in Egyptian apartments reek of garlic all the time, the stench ingrained into the floors, the cabinets and the ceiling from years of cooking with the powerful herb. 

The recipe, Bitengan Maalee, calls for frying the eggplant slices in olive oil. Many of the recipes my mother cooked in our kitchen at home required frying. There was a dish called panne, which was breaded veal and then of course there were homemade French fries and then once a year, at Easter, a dessert called lokmet al-adi, which consisted of dropping golf-ball, sized dough into a pot of oil and then sweetening them with a heavy sugary syrup. 

As I dropped my eggplant slices into my pan, the oil sizzled, cracking and popping with the presence of the vegetable. The eggplant sucked up the oil quickly, its middle turning from a pale white to a darker green as the fluid absorbed. While flipping the pieces over, the flesh was softening, the skin turning a golden brown. 

My friend eggplant was coming along nicely. It had turned a crisp brown on top and when I poked a fork inside, it cut right through like it was supposed to. The meal is usually served with a yogurt dip mixed with sliced cucumbers and some pita bread but I didn't have any of that around so after adding a little bit of garlic on top I tasted the eggplant on its own. 

As I put the piece in my mouth, none of the flavorful tastes of my mother's cooking rushed to my senses. The taste of my eggplant was weighed down by too much salt and grease, the oil dripping in big drops from my fork. I didn't learn the intricacies of cooking during my short experiment; I"ll have to keep trying. But at least one of her recipes will continue to thrive for one more generation. 

For NPR’s Intern Edition, I’m Yasmine Noujaim.
