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Dearest Hajoura—

While you are living with me here in San Francisco, I want to tell you a story
that your grandmother, Oum Fatma, told to me. It’s a story that changed my
life, changed how I see the world. Changed my consciousness. And maybe it

will change yours as well. And maybe you already know it.

I call it, Fatma’s Story

(And I offer it here at the SAC Meetings because we go with our gut here. I
said I'd tell you Fatma’s Story. Thinking I'd tell you the conditions of her life
from pendant la France to today, over these 50-odd years. And I offer it to
you here at SAC because we’ve just had lunch together in this country, the
US, and I miss Oum Fatma more than I can say...)

So, just for a moment, close your eyes.
And picture this, all you who have joined us today—

We're in Africa
North Africa
Tunisia, the countryside—

The year is 1979. Tebourba. Oum Fatma’s house.
And she is teaching me to cook—(she assumes I haven’t a clue, as she

assumes most things, like why after 13 years of marriage I have no
children...)

We're making chakchouka. The original chakchouka—not what
‘chakchouka’ has become internationally over recent years. No, this is the
real deal. The Tunisian stew that is cooked for hours atop a kanoun earthen
fire pot or butagaz hotplate, over which our couscous will be steaming above.
It’s not what’s now called ‘shakshuka’ in Israel and Jewish delis, which in my
family we just call huevos. In Tunisia, in Tebourba, this is not an egg dish.
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And this is how, it turns out, the world around us looks from the perspective
and taste and senses of a Tunisian country woman who cannot read or write,
who has no television, no newspaper, no radio and no history books. A
woman who did not handle the family money and did not go to the market
to purchase anything ever. Only on Ramadan did she venture out—at night,
mind you—into the town, in the company of other women. Part of a
Ramadan rite of reversal, night for day, and women roaming the streets
while men are lounging in the courtyards.

She learned from her mother and her aunties, and observed the small world
around her in the courtyard. Nevertheless, her model of the larger world is as
vivid and observant as that of Ibn Khaldan’s.

INGREDIENTS

Write this down, she says. And so, I take notes.
What are the ingredients?

The WATER—"if the water is bad, everything will be bad, no matter how
good anything else is.” The water must be sweet, must be fresh. Safi. Healthy.
Water is the Baseline —the ENVIRONMENT.

The SPICES —“they flavor everything.” Here in Tebourba we use cumin
and harissa and tomato. Other families, they use different spices—and we
can always tell who they are. Some use garlic. She wrinkles up her nose at the
thought. Combination of spices, this is the LOCALITY

You can smell Armenians, my own nona used to say fondly. Because they
used so much dill. My nona, she loved her Armenian friends, and she loved
dill, but she did not want to be taken for an Armenian.

The VEGETABLES— “they have their natural levels in the pot, some are low
and some are high. Some are the highest of all.”
Let’s see if you can help me...
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—sfeneriya / basal / khuthra ...

Most of the people are from the TRIBES who came to Tebourba “pendant la
France” to work as fellahin on the colonizers’ farms, during the drought that
killed the sheep down south where they had lived as nomads.

Each Vegetable has its own level.

THERE IS NO MIXING IN CHAKCHOUKA. You do not blend them. You
do not mix the ingredients together. They each stay separate in their own
quarter of the Medina, in their own place in the Keskes, the cooking pot.

“Never mix!” Oum Fatma said more than once. But it is okay to live in the
pot together and lend our own flavors to the ENVIRONMENT. That’s what
makes a good chakchouka.

It is okay for a Djlass to marry a Mejri even though their tribes are enemies
in the south. This is how we have kept the peace.

It is okay for a Sfaxi to marry an Andoulsi, even though the Sfaxis are
relatively new in the region and the Andoulsi (the Andalusians) founded the
town when they arrived back here during their exodus from Spain hundreds
of years ago.

NEXT—
The Meat—“meat is very rich, but it sinks to the bottom. Like the JEWS.”

We don’t have Jews here in Tebourba, anymore, Fatma told me. And so our
chakchouka and our couscous taste different from how they tasted before.

And Hajer, you young people don’t know how good it used to be, because
you’ve never tasted chakchouka like we used to make it. When the
ingredients were different. When more ingredients were here.

It was better then. We didn’t just have some Jews here. We also had some
[talians.
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Now, these flavors are missing. something vital is lost... “and I can taste it.
But the young, you don’t how it was.”

And now, at last—
The Chickpeas—we put them in early. Yet they rise to the top—like the
Imam. The chickpeas are the ELITE.

“They look small—but they are at the top.” Rich in the things that really
matter.

“Watch—here is how we cook,” Fatma said, as she set the keskes onto the
fire.

“Everything has it’s natural station, their level —niveau.” And I understand
that she’s talking about society. Talking about stratification, and then how
social levels change, and also how they don’t change.

SOMEONE STIRS THE POT—and what happens?
Those on the bottom rise, but only while you are stirring. All the levels
change to places that are not their natural place.

“When you stop stirring, everything goes back to its natural place.”

The meat falls back to the bottom.
The chickpeas rise back to the top.

Like the vegetables in the middle, the fellahin don’t change very much at
all....

AND THEN SOMEONE TURNS UP THE FIRE—
Sometimes it’s too much. Be careful of that. It needs to be hot but not
burning.

“And the rich meat at the bottom gets scorched” (like the neighborhoods of
the Jews, that get burned)
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And the chickpeas at the top, if they overboil they can spill out of the pot.”
They spill out—and leave for Europe, (or these days, I think, Dubai).

And in the middle, the fellahin, still keep growing wheat so we can make
khubz and couscous.

BUT THEN SOMETIMES SOMBODY

KICKS THE POT, it just takes one person,

and then everyone spills out, and it’s a real mess. And no one is at their
natural level.

—It’s the War of Independence.
—It’s the Arab Spring
—It's REVOLUTION—

Oum Fatma thinks the pot maintains itself through the will and desire of
God. She speaks the language of fatalism.

—Allah ghalib/ if God wills it
—Insh’allah/ if God wills it
—Nshoufu/ we will see (if God wills it)
—Hek heka/ that’s the way it is
—Min-Allah/ it’s from God

ALL AGENCY IS IN THE HANDS OF GOD

And yet, Oum Fatma—

Who can neither read nor write

Who sits in the courtyard day after day

Who had neither radio nor television (at least in those days),
Nor newspaper, nor experience of the outside world.

Oum Fatma who believes herself invisible, believes herself maskina, an
unfortunate being who doesn’t matter,
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Oum Fatma who is secluded and veiled if she ventures out her courtyard
door, who handles no money, who does not go to market, and who has no
idea of the life her husband led in town every day—

Your grandmother, dear Hajer, has grasped the condition of stratification in
society and the prerequisites for change, or even revolution better than any
academic I ever met.

Your Grandmother, Ya Hajoura, is a powerful cook to conjure up so vividly
in her keskes a description worthy of the great Islamic philosopher, Ibn
Khaldan.

Oum Fatma’s sense of her own powerlessness is exactly like Tunisia’s—a
kind of sad modesty of having no rich natural resources like the neighbors,
no wealth, and no employment for the next generation coming up.
Perceiving itself to be the least rich and most fellahi of all North Africa and
maybe the whole of the Middle East.

Yet like Tunisia, her success came by virtue of her own failure... Oum
Fatma’s ‘escape’ came through her five daughters—and her ability to live, in
her old age, with each in turn, never overburdening them.

And yet, you, her granddaughter, are equally fatalistic,
You Hajer, have kicked the pot,
And you have spilled yourself out—

And when you spilled out, another revolution came into being.

Powerless Tunisian youth triggered the Arab Spring, that spread across the
Middle East and North Africa. Tunisia! Tunisia sparked this!

And you, Hajer, despite shaky beginnings in a corrupt and scandalous new
land—

You have the ingredients for a whole new chakchouka—
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And Oum Fatma invokes a prayer on your behalf—
Insh’allah la bas—

If God wills it—

Meanwhile, dear one, study for that exam tomorrow, study as you have
studied every day you’ve been with me.

And—dear one, insh’allah la-bas.

And when you fell, you fell into the arms of an American scam of a
false/scam ‘school’ that was not a school. But that’s another story. The story
of how you, Hajoura have striven in a new land. A story for another time...
PS (2024) Hajoura, I'm so proud of you. As is Oum Fatma! This week as you
start your new job teaching at the Business School in Tunis—you, who

spilled yourself out, have also come home again in a fresh new way.

Hearts and hugs, your auntie M



