ne of my favourite Mozambican desserts
O combines cassava cooked in cinnamon-in-
fused coconut milk and sweetened with brown
sugar. In late 2016, as we were savouring such
delicacy at the kitchen of Kaleidoscopio (our re-
search institute on Culture and Public Policy),
Euclides and I started reflecting on how much
we could understand about Mozambican history
and heritage through food. We felt dissatisfied
about the fact that transmission of the country’s
history through the educational system in Mo-
zambique focuses greatly on political, adminis-
trative and governmental fagade of it. The his-
tory curriculum emphasises exploitation events
(such as slavery and colonialism), struggles and
heroic men that contributed to the liberation and
democratization of Mozambique. We felt the ab-

sence of social history - the narratives about the

interactions of different groups in society. Thus,
we decided to tackle such gap through an analysis
of history under the lenses of food. We ventured
into the production of a cookbook that would
present a summary of the context, rituals and
social dynamics associated with selected dishes
of the Mozambican cuisine. That was the birth of

the Cooking History Project!

The focus of the project was to work with prima-
ry school pupils. We organized three workshops.
For each session we invited a 6th grade class from
a specific school. Our school sample included a
private school; a school from a peripheric neigh-
borhood and finally a public school from the city

center.
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clude main dishes, starters and desserts.

Our findings inform us that most groups in Mo-
zambique have a vegetable based diet. Indeed,
agriculture is the mainstay of the Mozambican
economy and 80% of it consists of subsistence
farming'. Throughout the country, communi-
ties cook leaves from different roots (such as
cassava, sweet potato and pumpkin), vegetables
(like collard greens and spinach), green creeping
plants [such as cacana (form the Cucurbitaceae
family)] or coastal plants [such as the siri siri
(Sesuvium portulacastrum)]. These greens are
boiled, sometimes mixed with garlic, onions and
tomatoes and, depending on the region, peanuts
or cashews and coconut milk can be added. The
accompaniment is maize, cassava or sorghum

thick porridge (xima) or cooked rice.
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Food cultures vary in the hinterland and on the
coast. Communities at the long 2000km coast
tend to incorporate fish and seafood more fre-
quently in their diet as fishing is a parallel social,

economic activity to agriculture.

oreover, the heritage of the coastal Mo-
M zambique in the centuries-long Spice
Trade Route has left a legacy. Spices like carda-
mom, cinnamon, saffron, ginger and pepper are
common ingredients in the dishes cooked in the
coastal regions of the country. That is also the
case among Islamic communities - that are sig-
nificantly represented in Northern Mozambique.
The coconut has been introduced in the East Af-
rican region by the Indonesians who came from
Java, Sumatra, and other south-east Asian is-

lands in the years before AD 500. However, it was

n each workshop a cook would prepare a
I list of selected dishes while interacting with
the children. Invited researchers, as well as re-
searchers from Kaleidocopio and a nutritionist,
presented and discussed evidence and narratives
about the circulation of ingredients from around
the world to Mozambique. The presentations
also explored the social, historical, economic and
political context in which specific dishes were
created or ingredients incorporated in the local
cuisine. Finally, we investigated cooking tech-
niques, nutritional information, myths about
and contexts in which dishes are cooked and
consumed in order to apprehend its symbolic
value. A photographer captured interactions at
the workshop and took pictures of dishes as well
as food on the streets of Maputo city, where we

are located. We have compiled 20 recipes that in-

from the late 1800s, under the Portuguese colo-
nization and the establishment of international
companies” — that explored parts of the Mozam-
bican land and labour for generations under a fee
for the Portuguese regime - that coastal Mozam-
bique developed a coconut economy. While such
economy produced copra to be exported to the
European market, the coconut became the essen-
tial ingredient in the gastronomy of most North-
ern coastal Mozambique®. The sweet potato, co-
conut and sawfish, a featured recipe in the book,
is an example of a coastal dish that combines all
the historical dynamics mentioned here. Fried
fish is added to a sauce of sautéed garlic, onions,
saffron and bay leave cooked in coconut milk
with sweet potato. Pieces of green dried mangoes

are added for flavour.

he hinterland has a strong shepherding
T culture though still modest if compared
to other African countries. Cattle are more com-
mon in the South while goat in the Central and
Northern region. Still, the hinterland communi-
ties are mostly vegetarians. Cows are considered
currency rather than bred for consumption.
Also, cattle is a distinctive element to represent
social status: the more cows, the higher social
status. The animals are sold to cover unforeseen
expenses (such as illness, death or further educa-
tion) or to maintain family’s lifestyles in times of
crisis or scarcity (as happens under the current
prolonged drought faced by the country). Also,
in Southern Patriarchal Mozambique, as groups
that survive out of agriculture and shepherding,
marriage has a significant value as it signifies the

possibility for procreation, for increased labor

Pupils and cook interacting at the
second cooking history workshop

with women and her role in society. Food prohi-
bitions are widespread in the popular discourse.
An example: children are forbidden from eat
eggs! This illustration has compelling social orga-
nizing principles. Breeding chicken is a common
practice for peri-urban communities, used as a
means to increase household income. The prohi-
bition for the consumption of eggs emerges from
the need to guarantee the reproduction and more
animals to be sold. Thus, as children are in higher
number than adults in households, eggs are only

allowed to adults.

M ozambique is very diverse in regards
to its social and economic conditions

among and within rural and urban areas. Such
diversity means, for example, that while some

areas have no access to electricity and a variety

for agriculture and prosperity. Thus, families
wanting to marry their sons pay compensation in
cattle to the bride's family as a reposition for the
offspring that she will generate. Exceptional mo-
ments to the consumption of meat are celebra-
tions: weddings; when babies are born; funerals
and end of the year are events in which cattle are
killed for consumption. The meat peanut curry
is an example of a celebration dish. In Gaza, a
southern province, the recipe is prepared with
pounded peanuts boiled in water, onions and
tomatoes into a thick sauce with various cuts of

beef seasoned with salt.

A significant number of rivers from the Southern
Africa region cross Mozambique to reach the sea.
River fishing is also a common practice in com-

munities close to rivers. Frequently, fish is dried

Beef peanut curry with xima

under the sun covered with salt as a conservation
mechanism. The tilapia from the Zambezi River,
named Xikowa in Tete province (central Mozam-
bique), is a trademark: it is desalted in cold water
and deep-fried. A tomato sauce reduction and
xima accompany it. Drying food is a widespread
practice in the country. Not only river fish but
also meat, sea fish and vegetables are dried and
kept to be used on future occasions.

Food, its narratives and practices about it have
interesting social structuring and organizing
principles. Throughout the country, food prepa-
ration is the realm of women. Through such a
role, in rural spaces fundamentally based on sub-
sistence production, women achieve a significant
social status. Rituals to evoke rain and establish a
connection with ancestors tend to use the staple

cereal of the specific region and thus associated

Fish and seafood on sale at Praia Nova beach in

Beira city, Sofala province in central Mozambique

of processed food, others do. The dynamics and
practices of food consumption are consequently
influenced by the specificities of the location and
its social and economic context. For example,
food shortages and restrictions in the post-inde-
pendence Mozambique (from the late 1970s and
early 1980s ) due to a combination of devastating
factors: a prolonged drought that significantly
impacted the production of food in the country;
a non-productive centralized economy closed to
the liberal market; and the intensification of the
civil war' — promoted a creative take on cooking
in urban areas. As the two main available prod-
ucts were mackerel and cabbage, women would
invent a plethora of different dishes based on
these two ingredients. The fish was eaten boiled,
fried, baked, grilled, in cakes, mixed with staple

maize and rice, in loaves of bread and so forth.

This project was a contribution to a better un-
derstanding of the Mozambican living heritage
by highlighting the place of food in different mo-

ments and dimensions of everyday life.

"http://www.fao.org/mozambique/fao-in-
mozambique/mozambique-at-a-glance/en/
*Negrao, J. 1995. One hundred years of African
rural family economy: The Zambezi Delta in
retrospective analysis. PhD Thesis. School of
Economics and Management/Department of
Economic History. University of Lund, Lund,
Sweden.

*Ribeiro, C. 1932. Coqueiros. Boletim da
Sociedade de Estudos da Colénia de Mocambique
1(5):127-33.

“ Civil war between Renamo, a rebel movement
that rally against Frelimo socialist under the
context of Cold War
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