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/\/\umls Com ort ood

by DIANNE JACOB

When friends talk about comfort food like macaroni and cheese, I
must look a little blank. I prefer to recall the sweet sticky rice that
my mother would fold into tea leaves, wrap in string, and boil.
My Canadian mother is an Iraqi Jew from Shanghai whose cook-
ing spanned four countries. China is her former home, Iraq the
home of her ancestors, India the birthplace of her father, and
Japan the country that invaded China during World War II. So
she had her own ideas about American food, which mostly in-
volved making it up as she went along.

My mother made school lunches for me and my sister that
seemed normal: a sandwich, a piece of fruit, and a cookie. But
between the bread were oddities like sliced boiled eggs and pick-
led mango spread. She smashed sardines and mixed them with a
kind of salad dressing. She sprinkled peanut butter with sugar. I
discovered tuna sandwiches in the third grade. Up until then,
our house had only known salmon. Mum canned it herself after
purchasing it whole from a neighbor who liked to fish.

One day my mum made spaghetti. She knew it was some kind of
red sauce. She started with her usual approach to cooking: tons
of onions and a little garlic, sautéed. Then she added a can of
tomato paste, dashes of Worcestershire sauce, Tabasco, and pep-
per, and water to cover. When it was done, she mixed it with
boiled spaghetti and voili—who knew? Since we ate almost
every meal at home, I was in the dark. Finally, ata college dinner,
I had the real thing. I came home and announced, “Guess what?
Real tomato sauce is thick and has basil, oregano, and meatballs.”

“Oh,” she replied. “That sounds awful.”

Another fiasco was the steak and potatoes she prepared for my
dad, the carnivore. Our kosher home presented some obstacles.
The steak had been drained of blood, and my mother—a non-
red-meat eater—egrilled it undl it was as chewy as bubble gum.
We couldn’t serve milk with meat, so the accompanying potatoes
were mashed with water.

Later, as teens, my sister and I visited our uncle in California.
He took us to a steak house. For the first time, we ate rare
charred meat, juicy and succulent, and we
understood at last why people liked steak.
Soon afterwards, we learned why people
liked mashed potatoes. :

Mum’ best area of American food ex-
pertise was baked goods. Perhaps she was
motivated by her insatiable sweet tooth,
or by the homemade snacks she tasted at
bridge games. Suddenly she was making Blanche’s sour cream
coffee cake and Ethyl’s chocolate mayonnaise cake, adding them
to her own repertoire of Iraqi date-, nut-, and coconut-filled
pastries. Always the bargain hunter, she took my sister and me to
a day-old bakery for doughnuts, jelly rolls, and cinnamon buns.
And when she was nostalgic, we went to Japantown for mochi
balls filled with sweet bean paste and to Chinatown for gluey rice
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triangles and steamed cakes. Somehow I was never overweight
as a child, but my dentist once found 17 cavities during my an-
nual visit.

T don’t recall having any friends over for meals, but once in
high school, my boyfriend and I came home after a bike ride and
T considered asking him to stay for dinner. After one look ata pot
of steaming dal (lentils with garlic and onions), he fled. My best
friend invited me to her home for pork chops, mushroom gravy,
and peas. I felt sorry for her.

My mother didn’t know much about American food, but she cer-
tainly knew about ours. She filled our house with the tastes and
smells of Asia. Servants in China once cooked all her meals, but
since coming to Canada she was the chef, even making her own
noodles for Japanese udon soup. When I finally began eating in
other homes, I was impressed with her skills.

My mother hasn’t cooked or baked for years now, and subsists
on those tuna and salmon sandwiches. I’ve come to understand;
that comfort food is not a particular cuisine, it is whatever re-
minds you of home—or your mother. Last year Mum and I went
to Chinatown together and bought ingredients for her sticky
rice. Everyone loved the boiled stuffed leaves, including my hus-
band and my sister’s family. Now I can carry on the tradition of
my mother’s comfort food. But I think I'll skip the spaghetti.
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