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FOOD

Spices
stories
Cookbook examines how curry is a cultural force as
well as a tasty recipe ingredient
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Curry as cuisine is often thought of as
specifically Indian, but as you explain in the
book, in which you examine its place in South
African culture, this is patently not the case.
You used to be able to map the regions
people had found themselves in by the food
that was eaten there. In the last 25 years,
that’s less accurate, as there’s been much
more freedom of movement.
In the history of South Africa, there
have been indentured workers and free
traders from different parts of India, as
well as Indonesia and beyond. I am a fifthgeneration South African, and I have the
records of my ancestors getting on the ship
in Madras – the English were meticulous
with their records.
Curry is most celebrated for its Indian
roots, as that’s the subject about most of
the text around it, but it’s also important in
many Asian countries, including Vietnam,
Japan and Korea. Its origins are interesting.
‘Curry’ wasn’t a word initially understood in
India. There are different sources – including
Portugal – and as the Raj was collapsing, the
English took Indian spices back to England
as aphrodisiacs and for other reasons. After
some time, many of those spices made their
way into new dishes, before being taken
back to India, which is where the rest of the
world became aware of it.
In South Africa, we have a proud tradition
of Indian food in KwaZulu-Natal, a Malay
tradition on the West Coast, and a wide
range of customs in between. And we are
sometimes very territorial, proclaiming

and

that it must be done like this or that, which
is in line with other food cultures, like
Italians fighting over the ‘only’ way to make
a certain dish.
Talking and bonding over food is, in some ways,
almost as important as eating it. You mention in
the book that you were often surprised by the
warm welcome given to you as a stranger as
you travelled around the country researching
the material.
The commonality is not just because
everyone eats – we also have a shared

comfort in talking about food. Curry is
cheap and easy to make, so it’s accessible
to many people. I didn’t have a lot of time
to prepare people I was visiting, which was
probably for the best.
The journey was fascinating. I remember
arriving in Potchefstroom, tired and
dishevelled. My husband went into a shop
to buy some water and got chatting to the
guy there, who said that his wife cooked a
good curry and should meet me.
His wife didn’t want to chat, but Aunty
Fouzia was phoned. She was ready in five

Curry: Stories and recipes from across South
Africa by Ishay Govender-Ypma, published
by Human & Rousseau, is available now

Recipes can be expressions of a person’s
personality. Was that evident as you met people,
and then discovered their favourite dishes?
I have a history as a curry fan, so it can be a bit
infuriating when the topic is not as important
to an interviewee as it is to me – I need to
watch myself; make sure I stay objective. It
was very interesting to see how people had
personalised dishes using secret ingredients.
Some were purists, while others were not –
tomato sauce was used!
It’s worth noting that it was always the
community who directed us to the cooks
and chefs we met. We had no sponsor, and
therefore no obligations. In Qunu, a man was
sent to fetch me. The cook I was there to see
was not available, as it was the third day of
her mother’s funeral and she was cooking for
everyone attending.

minutes, and suddenly I was talking to a
stranger. I was struck by how it must look:
weird outsider arrives in a car with different
plates, expecting people to trust her. That
helped me to trust them.
I think, in social anthropological terms,
that sharing over food strips away the threat
of feeling that someone is after something.
Around a meal is where we find out who
we are as people, and food is the bridge. We
South Africans are still very disconnected 23
years after 1994. There’s been little chance
for healing, but food helps in that area.

Many people’s memories – their histories,
even – are defined by food or have it as a major
marker. Did you find that your subjects for the
book realised this as they spoke to you?
Some people opened up more than others,
while others went way off topic, with no food
or curry included in that chat. The Western
Cape interviews are longer, as people knew
me better there – it’s where I’m from – and I
may have interviewed them before. And one
chat in the Eastern Cape started at 3pm and
ended at 9pm!
I think we don’t usually spend a lot of
time thinking about family and history, but
some had incredibly detailed information.
To me, details matter: small things are not
necessarily frivolous.
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