In literature, food is more than the mere physical appetite. It

reflects the centrality of culinary practices in the characters’ lives,
making the reader see beyond the individual human story to the
environmental, cultural, and global impact of the relationship
between the eater and the eaten. In the non-fiction works of
Esther David such as Bombay Brides, Book of Rachel, and Shalom
India Housing Society, the Bene Israel Jews preserve the memory
and legacy of their culture through food. In the intimate world of
food and migration, food becomes a site to negotiate
socio-cultural actions and relations. Migrants have in them both
the hope to assimilate as well as the aspiration to maintain the
distinctiveness of their ethnic identity. Ethnic communities such as
the Jewish diasporic community in India remember an
reconstruct, through food, to conserve their identity. Cooking
practices are inseparable from the narrative memories that give
them meaning, producing senses of ‘home’, and re-inscribing
through food narratives their migrant history. Through food
traditions that involve not just recipes, but of the methods by
which foods are grown, gathered, stored, prepared, served, and
thrown out, their memories help recreate cultural maps within
which they locate themselves. Their culturally transmitted rules
related to food become the markers of their identity. This paper
analyses the entanglement of food and memory in the selected
works of Esther David and how the characters’ ethnic identity,
pertaining to memory, is maintained and performed through their
culinary practices and codes of consumption.

As David informs in the prologue of Bene Appétit, the Bene
Israel Jews of Western India is the largest Indian Jewish
community in comparison to the Cochin Jews of Kerala, the
Baghdadi Jews of Kolkata, the Bene Ephraim Jews of Andhra
Pradesh, the Bnei Menashe Jews of Manipur and Mizoram, each
with its own distinct history and culture. In Hebrew, Bene Israel
means ‘Children of Israel’. They have been living in India for more
than two thousand years, since the fall of King Solomon's second
temple in 70 CE, fleeing from Greek persecution. It is to describe
the experience of exile and displacement of the Jewish, Armenian,
and Greek people that the term ‘diaspora’ was first used (Agnew
3). The sense of association to a homeland which is preserved
through certain cultural customs is a common characteristic
among the diaspora. Though they arrived in India without their
religious books, they maintained certain Jewish traditions,
especially adhering to their dietary laws.

Since most of Esther David's protagonists are Bene Israel
Jews, her literary works give the reader a glimpse into the Jewish
experience in India—their history, clothing, rituals, language,
festivals and most importantly, Jewish cuisine. The laws of kosher
defines which foods are fit for consumption for Jews. Kosher
cooking requires that meat and dairy products should not be
mixed and that different cooking utensils should be used for each.
Since ghee is clarified butter and thus, a dairy product, Bene Israel
Jews avoid applying ghee on chapattis when meat dishes are
made. Pork, fish without scales and animals without cloven hooves
are considered taboo (David, Bene Appétit, 4). The vessels used to
make tea must be kept separately so that the flavour of tea
remains pure. The Jewish culinary culture, i.e,, cooking and eating
by following the dietary laws, assist them in sustaining a shared
sense of diasporic cultural identity. By establishing their
connection to their individual and collective past with food
memory, the Bene Israel Jews maintain their religious affiliation as
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well as an ethnic identity.

The key site where food and memory comes together is ritual as it
transmits collective and individual messages about religious principles
(Sutton 19). Certain Jewish food rituals are a way of memorializing the
history of the Jewish people by prescribing or proscribing certain foods,
providing ritual foods or meals, and reinforcing vital cultural and social
values. In the Book of Rachel, Judah asks Rachel:

“Aunty, can you tell me why we make the halech on Passover night?"

With eyes most,she looked up st him and smile. fm lad you know the
me m ot

1 sed o
memory of the mortar we used when we were slaves and were making the
pyramids in Egypt” (David, Book of Rachel, 52).

There are several such Jewish rituals in which food acts as a bridge
to remember the socio-political history of the Jewish people, especially
the Passover. The passing over from the Dead Sea, and freedom from
slavery, is a constant source of inspiration for Jews all over the world, as
they pray for their deliverance from tyranny, oppression, and
The traditional Seder table is of prominence as it is bedecked with
flowers, candles, a fresh tablecloth, and a special Pessach platter
covered with an embroidered cloth, and the dining table is set with the
best tableware. The food served is a reminder of their religious identity
and history, retelling the story of their ancestors so that it is never
forgotten. Like the halech, Matzo bread is the symbol of poverty, as the
Jews ate it when they were slaves in the land of Egypt. Itis also a
reminder of their escape from Egypt and the unleavened bread they
carried with them. Jerova, the roasted thigh bone of a goat, is symbolic
of the sacrificial Passover lamb, offered to the Lord as thanksgiving when
the Jews came to dwell in their ancestral land after many years of
wandering. Karpas-Maror or the bitter herbs such as parsiey and salad
leaves are symbolic of the bitterness and hardships suffered by Jews
when they were slaves in Egypt. Limbu cha ras or the salty lime juice is
symbolic of the tears shed by the slaves in Egypt. An apt Jewish saying
which encapsulates the relanonshlp between food and food ritual in the
history" regarding
religious holidays is: "They tried tokil us, we won, let's eat" (Cargill 328).

Though there are several interpretations, the egg on the Seder meal refers
to the cycle of rebirth and renewal. Its closed structure also symbolizes the
speechiessness of the Jewish people’s enemies in the face of divine
intervention at the time of the Jewish exodus.

Memo d Muramba

Juliet is a recurring character in two of Esther David's novels: Shalom
India Housing Society and Bombay Brides. While the former includes short
stories about the Jewish characters living in Block A of the society in
Ahmedabad, the latter is woven around the Jews who lived as tenants in
Juliet's apartment so that she and Rahul could have some extra income
while they were in Israel. “Juliet is our first Bombay"” (David, Bombay
Brides, 1). They both meet at a catering college in Ahmedabad and their
passion for food brings them closer. In fact, Juliet is well-known in
Ahmedabad'’s Jewish community for winning prizes at cooking contests.
After getting married, they both leave for Israel. Though both of them
worked as chefs at the King David Hotel in Israel, the couple found it hard
to make ends meet "because when you live in a country like Israel, which is
yours but not exactly yours, you have to work harder” (David, Shalom India
Housing Society, 205). The frustration of overworking caught up with
them, building tension in the couple. " She confesses in a letter, written to
her uncle Ezra, that sometimes they ought just because "there was no food
at home waiiting for us" (David, Shalom India Housing Society, 206). They
started buying Chinese food as it was "closer to Indian food". Indian street
food includes a variety of Chinese food and the couple’s indulgence in it
after reaching Israel indicates that despite 'returning to' The Promised
Land, they craved for the food of their host country. Since food resolved
their marital issues, they decided to return to Ahmedabad and start a
Chinese restaurant (David, Shalom India Housing Society, 206). She
ponders in the letter written to her uncle Ezra:

As a Jew, sometimes | wonder, are we coming or going?
Where are we going?

Where is home? Is our home within us or somewhere else?

As we prepare to return to India, in a way, we are making our own law of
return.."

Juliet represents the Bene Israel Jews who even after leaving their
host country, India, and moving to The Promised Land i.e., Israel, have a
continuing attachment to cultural markers of Indian identity. Through
Chinese food, she her and affective to
India. Thus, food plays a significant role in their lives as they meet ata
catering college, fueled by their similar passion for food, they reconciled
through food and its sensory attachments.

Another character in Shalom India Housing Society is Miriam who
immigrated to Israel from Poona with her parents at the age of five. Her

with Bolly films Bene Israel's consumption of
commercialized popular genres such as Indian films and the continued
attachment to Indian popular culture after immigrating to Israel. "When |
switched on the DVD player, | was transported to another world, a world |
wanted to know better" (David, Shalom India Housing Society, 180). In his
article, Shanar talks about the Bene Israel Indian immigrant's life in Israel,
focusing on their cultural activities which are centered around Indian
popular culture, particularly Bollywood. He defines Bene Israel as
“multiple or counter-diaspora” (Shenar 231). This indicates that not only
are they a part of the returning Jewish ingathering of the exiles to Israel
butalso a part of the contemporary worldwide South Asian, and more
specifically Indian, diaspora. Since coming back to the homeland of one’s

may itself be as they form such
cultural associations with their host country in order to lead meaningful
lives.

Miriam and Aaron met at an Indian dance program. Such Indian
trans-local cultural community events are often organized by Bene Israel
in Israel. When Miriam returned to India to buy a sari for her wedding with
Aaron, the smell of mango at her Aunt Agatha's house "transported (her)
to another world, the first few years of (her) life in India” (David, Shalom
India Housing Society, 181). She reminisces about the time a truck filled

with mangoes overturned and her mother used the mangoes to make several
varieties of pickle, chutney, sherbet, and muramba. When they were
preparing to leave India, her mother "tried every possible trick to take the
mangoes to Israel in different forms: dried and powdered to add to dal and
vegetables, pickled in five different ways, and also made into papads"
(David, Shalom India Housing Society, 183). Miriam particularly remembers
her mother's mango chutney which she made in Israel on rare occasions
when she found raw mangoes in the open market. The act of Miriam's mother
trying to take a part of Indian-ness to Israel through food is a representation
of Bene Israel Jews who enact their Indian-ness through Indian cultural
products within the context of Israeli society. They carry the memory of their
Indian-ness through food to reconstruct the same in Israel. She continued to
make the mango chutneys even after getting to The Promised Land which
depicts the Indian-ness that is ingrained in not just the mother, but also
Miriam: "If | breathe deep, | can still inhale the fragrance of mangoes rising
from within me" (David, Shalom India Housing Society, 183). Another example
of bringing Indian-ness through cuisine to The Promised Land would include
the excursion Esther had in Book of Esther. She describes Dimona, the place
where her cousin lives, as “the stronghold of Indian Bene Israel Jews—our
little India” (David, Book of Esther, ). She describes various similarities
between Dimona and India—"saris drying in balconies, men in striped
pajamas and the strong fragrance of Indian spices and jasmine flowers”
(David, Book of Esther).

A collage of mango pickles, chutney, muramba and sherbet.

is talks about i are those memories where any
individual memory is in fact a memory of the whole society, thus asserting
the ability of foods to produce memories that can posslbly reproduce social
identities (Sutton 61). Such i y social
bocause of the advent of modernism and their mabilty to produce
memories. Sutton states, “Such economic processes reveal the extent to
which the ability to replicate culturalidentity is a material practice

in the and sensory strata of material
objects” (Seremetakis 3). A chapter in Book of Esther begins with a short
recipe and history of Matzo bread or bin-khameer-chi-bhakhri which is a
symbol of poverty, reminding Jews of the food they ate when they were
slaves in Egypt. Despite the factory-made matzo being readily available to
Zephra, she craves her mother, Rachel's Indian matzo. This indicates that the
factory-made matzo caters to Jews of the food they ate when they were
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slaves in Egypt. Despite the factory-made matzo being readily
available to Zephra, she craves her mother, Rachel’s Indian matzo.
This indicates that the factory-made matzo caters to the mass and
not only lacks personalization but also leads to “memory disorder”
wherein the experience of the commodification of cultural food “cut
entities from their own history” (Terdiman 12). Moreover, recipes
serve as amemory ald According to Tigner, “The recipe is a medium
in

that
ever-wldenlng clrcles (Tigner 75). The passage hints at
ission of culinary through recipe
sharing among women. It also indicates how Jewish culinary
traditions assimilate Indian as well as global Jewish diets. Thus,
Rachel furthers the food heritage through the shared recipe of
Indian Matzo.

Conclusion

The multitudes of food references in Esther David's works
serve as a pedagogical function by educating the reader about
Indo-Jewish culinary traditions as well as creating a cultural and
historical archive through the acts of writing and publication
(Rastogi 2 The Jewish identity of Esther David's characters is

rved through their i in Jewish
cuisine, establlshlng the history and distinctiveness of the Bene
Israel Jews in India.
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