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According to Ayah, each kitchen windowsill in Oemie’s Belhar home would be decorated
with layers of thin orange peels as they slowly dry out in the late afternoon winter sun until
leathery dry and be stored in a glass jar waiting to be ground into powder as needed. Itis a
memory that Ayah and | share and the drying of naartjie peel is still a process that |
participate in each year, often gifting jars to friends and neighbours. In fact, Ayah had
requested me to bring the unlabelled naartjie peel powder for the recipe as it remains an
ingredient that is home-produced and is rarely found sold even at Cape Town speciality
spice stores. With a heaped tablespoon of the vibrant yellow naartjie peel added to the
mixing bowl and a few additional spoons of fine ground aniseed to balance the spicy notes,
Ayah’s fingertips disperse the yellow and brown speckles and recreate a hollow base which

she refers to as a well, within the dry aromatic mixture.

Ayah transfers the luscious pale creamy mixture held in the cold pot to the large mixing
bowl. Ayah’s well becomes a temporary reservoir to hold the wet ingredients before her red
spatula breaks the barriers between the dry and wet mixtures. The meeting of dry and wet
ingredients is a messy affair and Ayah works skilfully with her spatula to collapse the walls of
the dry mixture and tries to encourage the absorption of the creamy wet mixture. Gently
she folds the two mixtures until the spatula can no longer cut through the semi-formed
sticky dough. Reverting to forceful manipulation through the use of her hands, she pulls up
her sleeves to above her elbows, lightly dusts both hands in flour and begins to bind the
dough. First using her fingers loosely, she gathers the leftover flour pockets around the
edges of the mixing bowl combining the dry mixture into the forming dough. To provide
more resistance she clenches her fingers to form a fist and uses her knuckles to exert a firm
pressure on the dough allowing it to spread and gather the remaining dry mixture. After a
few minutes of this firm and persistent pressure, Ayah checks the dough with her right index
finger and declares the dough formed when her finger leaves behind an indentation on the
dough. Through strenuous manipulation, the sticky dough gives into the pressures and
subdues into a smooth controlled and homogeneous dough that is ready for its first

proofing.

The proofing session is a time of rest for both the dough and us, the Koesiester makers. The
dough is left in the mixing bowl and wrapped in three layers of clingfilm pulled to ensure an

airtight seal. Oemie Fadielah’s recipe calls for added layering with a thick blanket suggesting

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/
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that the bundle be placed in a warm and quiet place to raise. In contrast to its harsh
handling during the mixing of dry and wet mixtures, the formed dough is now treated with
loving care. Even Ayah’s children are told to refrain from making loud noises around the
resting dough, with Ayah referring to it as a sleeping baby. Selecting a resting spot became
tricky as the kitchen countertops could not accommodate the large mixing bowl with its
additional coverings and the table would soon be used to prepare the evening's meal.
Cradling the dough in both arms Ayah searches for an ideal spot and finds herself heading to
the dining room that leads off the kitchen. The formal dining room had been unintentionally
converted into a playroom for her three young children with the replacement of the
expected dining table and chairs with a variety of toys scattered over the parquet flooring.
Ayah stops at the entertainment cabinet and peeks behind the smart television and
PlayStation console. She instructs me to move the television slightly forward suggesting
that this is the ideal resting place as the PlayStation console usually gets quite warm when
her eldest son plays and it would not be in anyone's way. The bundled dough gets stuffed
behind the television and left to enjoy the generated heat as the boys settle in for their

afternoon gaming session.

After one and a half hours, we return to the slumbering dough and gently remove it from its
resting spot, returning it to the busyness of the kitchen. Unveiling the dough by peeling off
the thick blanket reveals a doming clingfilm layer, hyperinflated with the gaseous exchanges
created by the beige microscopic yeast that had been added to the dry mixture. Magically,
the slumbering dough had doubled in size due to the feasting yeast as they converted the
enriched dough’s sugar molecules into microscopic pockets of carbon dioxide, transforming
the smooth dough into an airy, spongy living dough. Stripping the clingfilm layers from the
mixing bowl results in the dough expelling its constrained yeasty breath. As the airy dough
settles into its new aerobic-rich environment and the kitchen fills with yeasty and spicy
notes, a shift is created in Ayah’s demeanour. With her pace quickened she leverages the
commercial-sized clingfilm in both arms and instructs me to move to the opposite side of
the preparation table and reach over with both hands to firmly pull the free edge of the
clingfilm in an attempt to cover the entire table surface. Half of the table is enrobed in a

layer of plastic acting as a smooth non-stick surface for the dough’s final proofing.
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A thorough washing of hands and retying of aprons allows us to enter the stage of shaping
the airy dough into Koesiesters. Readying myself to assist in the shaping | ask about the
shaping process as the usual method of rolling the dough into a long log and slicing it into
discs before rolling it on the table is absent from Oemie Fadielah’s recipe. Instead, it clearly
states using a teaspoon to scrap portions of dough and roll in oiled hands into small balls. |
watch silently as Ayah portions the dough with a teaspoon in her left hand and gently places
it into the palm of her right hand. Her right thumb pushes the unformed dough into the
cradle of her right fingers before making the dough dance along its ridges to form a smooth
round ball. The ball is placed onto the prepared table and with gentle tapping with the index
finger at the centre of the tiny round ball transforms into an oval shape. Entranced by the
fluidity of muscle memory as Ayah effortlessly creates ovals Koesiesters in multiples of ten
per row providing each ball with enough space to proof without overcrowding. She offers
her daughter a portion of dough to experiment with and slows down her rolling to instruct,
teaching her the technique of using her thumb to position the dough onto her fingers. The
technique is unusual for me and | return to the handwritten recipe to check its detailed
directions. The technique for covering the table in clingfilm is clearly documented but the
intricate technique for shaping is absent. A total of fifty-three oval Koesiester doughs are
shaped and left once more to rest. This time the proofing is uncovered with no additional

layers or blanket coverings and left to rest in the centre of a busy kitchen.

The final proofing is complete after thirty minutes when the individual raw Koesiesters once
again double in size although this time restrained to their perfected oval shaping as they
reach out to their neighbouring Koesiesters. Clearing the back row of her gas stove, Ayah
shifts the large pot containing chicken curry for dinner to the front of the gas plate and
replaces it with a medium-depth and thick-based stainless-steel pot. Glugs of golden yellow
fish oil are poured until the pot is three-quarter filled and a steady blue flame is ignited to
engulf the thick-based pot. Waiting as the oil immersion begins to slowly swirl as the oil
heats. Ayah extends an outstretched palm floating above the pot allowing the heating
emitting from the oil to interact with the thermoreceptors embedded within the dermal
layers of her hand. No temperature is given in the recipe but Ayah instinct knows by way of
thermal and visual sense when the oil has reached the optimal temperature. To ensure that

the temperature is correct, she drops a tiny ball of dough into the oil to test if it floats.
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Assured that the heat is correct she proceeds to gently peel Koesiesters off its clingfilm
beds. Lightly using her index finger and thumb to release the oval doughs into the hot oil.
Ayah proposes that the oval shape is to ensure that the Koesiesters have a gentle dive into
the oil with no back slashing. As the oval breaks into the oily environment, it plunges to the
bottom of the pot before gently rising surrounded by tiny air bubbles like a life jacket that
escort the Koesiesters to the surface. After a few minutes, the Koesiesters show their colour
changes as a distinct line appears between the pale raw dough and the darkening brown
section submerged in the bubbling oil. The Koesiesters tilt to their side and with the
encouragement of a fork, they flip revealing their golden-brown sides. Adjusting the gas

knobs to reduce the flame as Ayah notices the intensive bubbling of the oil.

Removing the first batch of fried Koesiesters, Ayah’s husband walks by and remarks on the
darker brown shade of the first batch. “Ja but a Koesiseter must be so lekker bruin like us” is
Ayah's half-witty response as she lifts the overly brown Koesiester to her tan cheek in
comparison and then to her husband’s darker brown forearm. As the bowl| next to the frying
pot fills with fried Koesiesters, they reveal a range of brown shades. Ayah works from
moment to moment completely immersed in the environment of the oil and responds to its
bubbles and violent spattering as if in a heated debate with the golden liquid, tempering its
fury by lowering the steady blue flame and raising the flame as the oil reduces in ferocity.
The aim is to create just enough heat to allow the surface of the Koesiester to float and
slowly brown as the centre cooks through to a fluffy and soft texture. Reaching the last row
on the table with the three Koesiesters, Ayah starts her final step of the recipe by bringing a
large pan to the stove, her only cooking vessel left in her arsenal. Remarking that it's not
perfect for making the sugar syrup but shall do for the few Koesiester she wants us to taste

test.

Using a coffee mug as a measuring cup, Ayah scoops one heaped mug of brown sugar and
one mug of cold tap water into the pan and places it on the gas stove with a large flame that
engulfs the base of the pan. One large dark brown cinnamon bark is retrieved from the spice
rack with quickly snapped into three unequal pieces to join the simmering pan. Ayah
forgets about the sugar solution as she refocuses on the evening meal. Her children wander
into the kitchen brought by hungry tummies and the enticing spicy Koesiester aromatics

that have filled the home. By the time Ayah recalls the sugar solution it has already reached
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a thick brown syrup and not what Ayah had intended. To satisfy her children’s excitement,
she decides to use the thick syrup and places two batches of five Koesiester in the pan,
allowing the cooled Koesiester to soak in the sweet aromatics. Removing the Koesiester
from the pan and placing it into a blue plastic bowl, Ayah with an ad of dramatics lowers the
bowl within eyesight of her children and releases a shower of fine coconut flakes with her
right hand while shaking her hips and the bowl to evenly coat the surfaces. The Koesiester
barely have time to bask in their final dressings as little hands venture into the bowl,
searching for the sticky warm spicy oval Koesiesters that had been enticing them all day. The
syrup has become like candy around the Koesiester, it cracks as | bite into it. Yet Ayah’s
children return to the bowl asking for more, using their fingers to scrape up the candied

syrup and leftover coconut flakes from the empty bowl.

The inside of the Koesiester is warm and spongy and the aromatics fill my palate as | indulge
in the spicy notes that | recognize from early childhood. Ayah remarks that the syrup is not
perfect due to her own miss timings but the koesiester’s aromatics and texture are of Oemie
Fadielah’s golden standard. She grabs my blue pen which | have been using to document her
performance for my fieldnotes and immediately starts making amendments to her
handwritten recipe. “Formula two” she jokes as she adds the number two in brackets before
potatoes in the ingredient list, adding 200ml of milk and 150m| warm water and finally
squeezes in the addition of one tablespoon of naartjie peel. Her academic background in
biochemical sciences plays its role as she tries to document each performance of the recipe
like she would an experiment in the lab, yet she cannot express all the elements and

movements contained in the ever-changing kitchen.



Figure 4: Ayah’s reformulating her handwritten version of Oemie Faldielah’s Koesiester

recipe.
Photographer: Researcher, 2023

The fresh bright blue ink stands out against the faded light blue ink writing as Ayah's
contributions of retelling of her family's heirloom Koesiester recipe. New marks of fresh blue
ink from her kitchen in Parow North added to her Oemie’s tales of District Six, Hanover Park,
Grassy Park and Belhar. Her children beg for more Koesiesters and she reluctantly sugars
another batch while turning to her eight-year-old and Four-year-old sons and announces
that they should be like their younger sister in the kitchen to take note and help with the

next re-enactment of the Oemie Fadielah’s Koesiester recipe.

The performance of Oemie Fadielah’s Koesiester recipe reveals the multiple omissions of
written recipes, like Aunty Faiza’s Auwal Tyd Koesiester, this Koesiester recipe refuses to be
captured in ink as noted in Ayah’s recipe book above. Ayah’s re-enactment of the recipe
shows the tension of following Oemie's recipe and the realities of the kitchen where quick
decisions are made based on multisensory intuitions. It is these multiple movements within

the making of the Koesiester that are not translatable in its written form. In the following
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chapter, | will elaborate on this unwritten sensory knowledge that guides the performance

of Koesiester recipes in Cape kitchen.
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Chapter 5: Performative Acts of the Cape Koesiester

The detailed retelling of the Koesiester in the previous two chapters depicts the tales of two
distinctive yet overlapping Cape family Koesiester's recipes, each refusing in their own right
to be bound within a fixed singular textual form. It is within these ethnographic descriptive
tales of the Cape Koesiesters that allow for exploration beyond written recipes and delve
into their aromatic spicy trails. Here | propose that the Koesiester begin to enrobe another
unique ability of spice. | draw on Timothy Morton’s (2006) notion of the slipperiness of
spice, where the Koesiester embodies this element of slipperiness refusing to be contained
into fixed aesthetics, time periods or singular origin stories. Thereby creating a spicy archive-
of-sorts that illuminates key movements which flow effortlessly across multiple

temporospatial lines drawn at the Cape.

It is through these vast flowing movements that create multimodal narratives which
demand a contrapuntal reading. Through multifocal lenses, | propose that these movements
unveiled through the retelling of the Koesiester be seen as aspects of the overshadowed
and unscripted creative performances of the Cape Koesiester. In this way, | highlight the
creative innovations of the Koesiesters and reiterate Peter Kulbelka’s (Graigg, 1999) concept
of edible metaphors held within recipes which escape language and require a focused
reading mode. This reading mode is required to appreciate the artist's expressions of the
doings and movements of the recipe as an artistic performance. To this, | suggest that the
retelling of the Koesiester be considered through its creative innovations and as an artistic
kitchen performance that encompasses multiple movements flowing across space and time.
With this thinking, each movement becomes a performative act of the Koesiester. In the
following section, | will reflect on the re-enactment of three key performative acts revealed
through the retelling of the Koesiester. First, | will address the Act of naming to provide a
contextual framing. Subsequently, | will attend to the Act of relocations and relations by
following the Koesiester across the Cape and lastly, the Act of senses to illuminate the

unwritten encodings of the Koesiester.
Acts of Naming

The naming of the Koesiester recipes becomes an important strand throughout the retelling

of the Koesiester. Naming challenges the notion of the simply missing “k” in its spelling in
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comparison to koeksister and positions the Koesiester to be narrated through an alternative
voice. | draw on the works of Iliescu (2022) which clarifies that the naming of a handwritten
recipe does not indicate the inventor as such but rather provides the recipe’s source from
whom the recipe has been learnt. The dish becomes accepted as communal as each retelling
or version gets its own source author thereby creating a repository for culinary and social
networks that appreciate the ability to allow multiple performances of the recipe to occur
across space and time. Hence, there is no search for an inventor or the original source;
instead, handwritten recipes found within family kitchens should be viewed as multilayered
documentation that reveals the dynamic relationships between orality and literacy aspects

of domestic practices of history (lliescu,2022:107).

| focus on the use of the name Auwal Tyd Koesiesters, this name weaves together three
different linguistic modes. Auwal is an Arabic term for the founder, Tyd is Afrikaans for time
or in this context a time period and koesiesters is considered “kombuis taal” or the more
contemporary term of “kombuis” Afrikaans which is a type of colloquial Afrikaans used in
the Cape Flats. However, these three language types have an entangled history. Where
“kombuis taal” a creole language spoken within Cape kitchens by enslaved women was
standardized in 1925 to become the official language of South Africa as refined Afrikaans.
Subsequently, Afrikaans was upgraded to ensure its social class status be reclassified to high
culture as an ethnic-racial classifier during the apartheid regime (Linnegar, 2013: 5).
Whereas, the use of Arabic at the Cape has been documented to have influenced the
written form of Afrikaans through the works of early Islamic scholars who created an
orthographic text of Arabic-Afrikaans to communicate religious scripts called koplesboeke
(Davids,1987). According to Willemse (2018:3), these Arabic-Afrikaans were not exclusively
used for religious education and were used broadly within the early Cape Muslim
community's daily communication such as creating a shopping list, journals and personal
letters. This notion of “kombuis taal” having a written form and its use beyond religious
studies allows one to reshape our perspectives of the assumed illiteracy of the enslaved

women of the Cape Kitchens called Ayahs.

Drawing on Chutel (2023) it motions us to use our imaginations to answer questions of their
innovativeness such as how Ayahs were able to secure spices for their Koesiesters recipes.

Could this shift in enquiry lead to narratives of a spicy resistance within the kitchen? Here



56 |Page

the kitchen becomes a site of innovative resistance where the assumed muted Ayahs would
allow their foods to be a voice (Arabaca, 2006). Re-imaginings of Ayahs secretly stashing
expensive spices such as cardamom, cinnamon, aniseed and cloves from their masters and
madams' gaze to conjure up their innovations in delectable edible products such as the
Koesiesters which encapsulated their rebellious agency. Furthermore, the unlettered
recipes for these culinary innovations could be interpreted as a means of custodianship that
continues today as with the case of the Auwal Tyd koesiesters which has not been scripted.
This embodied sensorial knowledge and oral life held within the Koesiester recipe allows for
the fluidity of retelling a personal family history as a deeper history where perhaps a spicy
resistance is layered within the unwritten performances being re-enacted across

contemporary Cape kitchens every Sunday morning.

The Auwal Tyd koesiesters naming does move beyond its linguistic intertwining when one
considers the significance of the meaning within the context of Cape Town. Auwal Tyd is a
phrase used commonly in Cape Muslim households, referring to the time of Early Cape
Muslims who founded Islam in Cape Town. Auwal is an Arabic name with its roots as one of
the ninety-nine names attributed to Allah. This compilation of ninety-nine names is called
the Asma-ul-Husna and is a foundational Islamic scripture that is taught to Muslim children
at a young age as part of koples as noted in the section above, it allows for the
understanding of the nature of Allah and His endless bounties. The use of the Asma-ul-
husna is integrated into various forms of litanies including group prayers, dhikr (meditation),
Islamic healing therapies, Islamic poetry, and Islamic art that has been passed on through
multiple generations across the Middle East, Africa and Asia (Al-Rawi,2015). These beloved
names are commonly chosen in Muslim communities when naming a child or an institution

with the intention that the name holder upholds the meanings and brings a constant

remembrance and spiritual upliftment to the community.

Al -Auwal (Awwal) is number seventy-three of the Asma-ul-husna and refers to Allah as a
Creator with no beginning nor end, the First, the Pre-Existing and Everlasting (Khawaldeh,
2007:165). However, when Auwal is used as a name other than in supplication to Allah, as in
the naming of institutions such as Mosques its meaning changes to prevent aspects of
adorning Allah’s creations with His attributes, and therefore should be interpreted as

founders of society or founders of knowledge. The Auwal mosque in Dorp Street in Bo-kaap
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is an example as it is the first mosque built in South Africa in 1794. Furthermore, the land on
which the Auwal mosque stands was donated by a Free Black female named Saartjie van die
Kaap. Saartjie, having the financial means, purchased the property from her family estate
when her late father Coridon of Ceylon passed away (Mahinda,1993:12). Coridon was a free
Black Muslim and was one of the few Blacks to own land in Cape Town during the late
1790s. In this way, the process of naming the Auwal Tyd Koesiester gives the recipe
historical weighting as a counternarrative to acknowledge the achievements of ancestors
who were forcefully removed from their nations of origin and managed to settle at the Cape
by establishing an Islamic society during the era of slavery, a Cape Muslim community which

continues to thrive today.

These Early Cape Muslims were called Malays due to a large number of its members using
the lingua franca known as Bahasa Melayu, a common dialect spoken across Indian Ocean
regions (Baderoon: 2019:6). Here the Indian Ocean became a connector for enslaved
people as immigrant slaves were brought to the Cape from Asian regions such as Ceylon,
India, East Indies, and Malaya but also Africa. During the period of 1652 to 1818 majority of
the enslaved originated from African regions of East Africa and Madagascar and to a lesser
extent West Africa (da Costa & Davids, 1994:1-10). This was due to these regions having a
thriving slave trade that was established by generations of Arab slave traders which was
later taken over by European nations such as the Dutch-owned trading companies. These
African and Asian maritime slave routes operated in communities that had been practising
the religion of Islam and as such are a representation of the diverse Auwal Tyd Cape
Muslims. According to Mahida (1993:18), more than half the slaves at Cape were Muslim
between 1810 to 1830 and after the emancipation of slaves in 1840 one-third of the total
population of the Cape colony was Muslim. For this reason, it is important to note that
“Malay” for Early Cape Muslims was not in reference to their Asian origin but rather to the
larger Indian Ocean vernacular used amongst the majority of Muslims coming from an
enslaved ancestry. It has been noted by various scholars such as Achmat Davids, that in the
latter twentieth century, those following the Islamic faith at the Cape came from diverse
backgrounds of socio-economic classes, nationalities, ethnicities and cultures nevertheless
they managed to assimilate into an identifiable socio-religious community (da Costa &

Davids,1994:105).
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This socio-religious identity of Cape Muslims was distorted through an Orientalist viewing of
the use of “Malay”. ID du Plessis’s ethnographic work The Cape Malays (1947) provided the
framing for a fictionist attempt to categorise Cape Muslims into a fixed singular ethnic
grouping that retained their Asian exoticism through traditional and authentic cultural
practices such as “Cape Malay” foods. In this way, denouncing the diversity of Auwal Tyd
Muslims as well as overshadowing the Afro-Asian influences that shaped the community’s
overlapping identities and merging which included a multicultural cuisine. This notion of an
exotic ethno-racial categorization of “Cape Malay” was used during apartheid to cause
division amongst the Black population as a means to create a permanent wedge between
the “underclass” communities of Cape Town. Jeppie (1987) elaborates on the extent of
influence du Plessis had on the crafting of an authentic “Cape Malay” identity and the
eventual merging of the “Cape Malay” identity as a subcategory within the broader mixed

race “coloured” identity.

The complexities that arose from du Plessis’s fabrications and the apartheid racial
segregation regime have rippling effects on the Cape Muslim community as the ideal of a
purist “Cape Malay " lingers within the retelling of family histories. It is to be noted that my
eldest participants were born around the early 1950s and many hold onto their identities as
“Cape Malay " as shaped by the apartheid regime. During casual interviews, | was often
shown their apartheid-issued identification documents issued during the 1960s to early
1970s indicating their racial classification as Maleier-Malay and the sudden reclassification
to “Coloured” in later official documents. Throughout oral histories, participants reminded
me of their linkages to Asian ancestry by emphasising certain great-grandparents such as
Munajeera van Batavia while referring less to other great-grandparents who were known as
Creole van Mauritius or Creole van Madagascar. Little to none was discussed in terms of
slavery within their oral retelling, even while making explicit use of terms such as van
Batativa which has a direct reference to the recording of enslaved people. Most participants
sought to instil a hierarchical approach to their family history by distancing their Jut (family
tree) from slavery by emphasizing that their ancestors arrived at the Cape as political exiles
rather than part of the enslaved population. At most slavery and the realities of its
integrated influence at the Cape remains silenced within my participants’ oral family

histories. To this extent, | re-emphasise that understanding the context of apartheid, the
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systematic oppression of complex histories of overlapping identities and the inability to
trace origins allows the ideals of upholding myth-making for origin stories such as those
created by du Plessis to remain in place. As noted by Field (2008), these attempts to form a
complete identity become a means to deal with the vast trauma that remains repressed
from viewing even through the oral histories of Cape families. While the elements of
colonial slavery and enslaved kitchen labour remain largely untold, the naming of Auwal Tyd
Koesiester certainly allows revisiting and questioning of the hidden past and continued

silences from within the popular memory of Cape Muslim communities.

Act of Relocations (and Relations)

“The network of koesiesters worked its way through District Six no matter what religion you

were, you had to have your koesiesters”
Aboubarker Brown (Smith,2016:203)

The Koesiester recipes while having faded whisperings of its colonial tales provide vivid
recollections of the memories of District Six. For participants and many Capetonians living in
the Cape Flats, District Six is a lost home, a place filled with fond memories of diverse
communities living together in cohesion. District Six was established in 1867 and over the
decades had accepted waves of people as they entered the Cape to settle beneath Table
Mountain, from immigrants to emancipated slaves, Europeans, Africans, South East Asians,
and van de Kaap Creoles. All were accepted and all became influenced by the
entanglements of lived experiences. Foods and cultures were a shared lived experience
amongst multi-ethnicities and religious upbringings as noted by the quote above. The
Sunday morning koesiesters become one of these deeply rooted traditions practised in
District Six. It has been suggested that the name Koe’siesters becomes a “kombuis taal"
word play describing gossiping sisters as the close-knit aunties of the neighbours would
deliberate the local news on their front stoeps. It is through this network of word of mouth

within Kanaladorp?, another name for District Six, which promoted ideologies of helping

4 District Six was known unofficially as kanaldorp due to the numerous canals known as Kanal in Afrikaans,
which sacred the area (Smith, 2016). However, Kanaladorp became its popular name amongst residents in
reference to the Cape Muslim vernacular of kanala meaning; Please for the sake of Allah. The name reflects
the community spirit of District Six which promoted close community ties and a system of helping one’s
neighbors in times of need without the need for compensation.
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one's neighbours that allowed for the prospering of koesiesters sales as every
neighbourhood would have at least one home kitchen that turned into a Koesiester

production line over weekends.

As Koesiesters move through District Six the Koesiesters' recipes provide an entry point into
the close-knit relations between people, Koesiesters and spice. Recipes change over time;
these redactions and overwriting of ingredients and measurements show the multiple hands
that held the recipe within Cape Kitchen archives. Here | note the constant re-quantifying
attempts of my older participants as they retell their oral recipes often relying on showing
me with their physical body as measurement units through cupped hands, cradled palms or
the use of interphalangeal joints for sizing. South Africa’s adaptation from imperial
measurements of pounds and ounces to metric standardisation of kilogram and millilitres in
1969 was preceded by the period of decimalisation of the currency from British units of
Pound Sterling to Rand from 1956 till its officiation in 1971 (Rossouw,2020). These changes
all be it separate movements were in part due to changes in governance as the Union of
South Africa left the Commonwealth because of its emboldened apartheid ideologies

becoming in due course an independent Republic state (Ball, 2016).

While ingredients such as stertvet used in the Koesiester dough as well as for deep frying
recalls to periods of the early Cape Settler Kitchens and even further highlighting the
merging of culinary knowledge with Indigenous Cape cuisines. Stertvet’s buttery sensuous
taste lingers within the mouths of older participants even though the fat had been replaced
in recipes by less labour-intensive fish oil>. Similarly raising agents developed over the years
from potato spores as fermenters to dry yeast and then to the more modern convenience of
activated yeast which reduces the proofing time of the Koesiester dough. These seemingly
slight changes in the ingredients hold significant shifts to the community and structure a
form of framing the passages of time which is engraved into family Koesiester recipes as
they move between and within Cape kitchens over generations. These aspects become
explicit in Aunty Faiza’s oral narrative of the Auwal Tyd Koesiester recipe as her recall

includes vivid descriptions of District Six foodways.

> Fish oil is a colloquial term for a blended sunflower and seed oil in South Africa.



6l|Page

Hanover Street was the central food network running through the breadth of District Six.
Saturday morning was the busiest time for the shopping hub as it catered for all grocery
needs with numerous stores, cafes, bakeries, butcheries, fishmongers, and herbalists as well
as informal trades such as fresh produce stalls and hawkers selling from horse-drawn carts
(Smith, 2016:180-185). Boeta Braima’s spice store on Hanover Street was a key memory and
constant for Aunty Faiza during her childhood as she moved from her great grandparents'
home in Queens Street to a brief stay in Bo-kaap and her eventual return to District Six in
Ashley Street opposite the Moravian Church. Throughout these moves the family continued
to make and sell their heirloom Auwal Tyd Koesiester. As noted above, it was common for
Koesiester recipes to give towards the ebbs and flows of foodway supplies as adaptations
catered for years of lean with the reintroduction of potatoes not as fermentation agents but
rather as a bulking agent during periods of flour shortages such as the World Wars, droughts
and plagues. The adaptability of both the Koesiester recipe and the cook’s skill and intimate
knowledge of ingredients allowed for the creativity and innovations to accept newer
ingredients such as fish oil and dry yeast. However, the spice mixture of kaneel (cinnamon),
ginger, whole aniseed, karamonk (cardamon) and dried naartjie peels remains unwavering
throughout these time periods. Likewise, Aunty Faiza’s constant returns to acquire their
family’s spice supply from Boeta Braima in Hanover Street, without fail each week, tell of a
deep relation towards spice, the koesiester and the people of District Six. In this way, the
Koesiester sits at the heart of a series of networks within the close-knit community which
includes aspects of loyalty to grocery stall holders for access to quality ingredients, loyalty to
the skilled Koesiester makers for purchases every Sunday morning and the integrated

multigenerational family traditions that underwrote these transactions across District Six.

The Group Areas Act of 1950 as adopted by the South African apartheid regime sought to
implement racially segregated areas based on the previously mentioned pseudo-racial
categories as discussed earlier. However, District Six was earmarked as a potential
prominent inner-city hub since the early 1940s with one major drawback it represented the
ability of a flourishing and colourful merging of overlapping identities and ways of being at
Cape Town which was in contrast to the foundational purists' ideologies of the Nationalist
government of Apartheid (Soudien,2021:370-374). For this reason, the area needed to be

‘purified’, and a decision was made to neglect the area of maintenance and upgrading of
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infrastructure to accommodate the growing community’s needs. In this way, District Six was
left to fester into an inhospitable slum town riddled with poverty and illness. This deliberate
neglect was done with the intention to demolish the area due to its scripted unhygienic
precedence. Inevitably in 1966 District Six was declared a white-only area resulting in the
active purging of the slum town as its only recourse thus ensuring the removal of a people,
their homes and the attempts to dissolve the community spirit of Kanaladorp. By 1982 more
than 60,000 people were forcibly relocated to various areas along the Cape Flats, uprooting

generations of colourful cultural diversity (Layne, 2008: 54-55).

It is with this mass movement of people of colour, that we begin to see the stark
socioeconomic class distinctions amongst Cape Town's demography as those that could
afford homes such as Aunty Faiza and her family moved to more established areas such as
Grassy Park, Retreat, Lansdowne and Athlone. On the other hand, Oemie Faldielah and her
family, not having the financial means to secure loans, were relocated to far-flung areas
such as Hanover Park which had little infrastructure which affected many aspects of their
lives including access to huiskos supplies. During this time Aunty Faiza retained her ability to
return to Boeta Braima’s spice store in Hanover Street District Six until their closure in the
late 1970s allowing her to continue to include the quality and quantity of spice in her
cooking and her family’s koesiester recipe. Whereas, Oemie Faldielah had to consider the

impact of travel costs to return to District Six for weekly shopping.

This created shifts in the family approach to cooking which continued as they moved across
the Cape flats over the year until their final settling in Belhar. Adjustments to huiskos recipes
such as reducing red meat or replacing it with chicken and making langsous; a process of
using cheaper cuts of meat and increasing the “sauce” of a dish by adding additional water
and flavouring it with spice. In this way, the meal stretches as spicy langsous can be added
over a starch such as rice or bread to satisfy hungry tummies. Here again, the adaptability of
the Koesiester recipe becomes apparent as the potato gets included in Oemie Faldielahs
family recipe at first as a bulking agent. However, over time the potato addition became a
creative innovation allowing for freezing and reheating, and the potato became one of the
distinguishing factors of the family's unique Koesiester texture. However, both heirloom

Koesiester recipes discussed in this thesis remain constant in retaining their spice mixture.
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| refer to the works of Marte’s (2007: 284) framing of the foodmap as a search for ‘home’
and propose that the search for spice across the Cape allowed for the tracing of multiple
layers of spice trails thereby creating personalised and alternative histories of Cape
foodways. | emphasize that the procurement of spice is not seen as a luxury but an
essential food item as spice stalls begin to appear in Hanover Park Bus Terminal, local spice
stores open up in Grassy Park and eventually, pre-packaged spices are stocked at local
convenience stores. While the oldest specialized spice store, Atlas in Bo-kaap who have
been trading since 1946 (Moloto, 2022), and became the preferred replacement for Boeta
Braima’s spice store for Aunty Faiza while Oemie Faldielah’s granddaughter ‘Ayah’ continues
to support the store due its convenient expansion into an online store with delivery options

to her home in Parow North.

The forced removals of District Six allow for the observation of spicy trails across the Cape.
As people move, the spice trails are not far behind. In fact, spice is never left behind. Spice is
given a prominent space within the Cape Kitchen as noted in the description of Ayah’s
Parow North kitchen. Spice receives special care much like the family's handwritten recipe
collections and local cookbooks are housed in a kitchen ‘library’. Likewise, the exclusive
spice shelf can be seen as a type of Spice ‘library’. Offering storage away from direct sunlight
and moisture from steaming pots while allowing for a personalized curated colourful display
of numerous spicy treasures in repurposed glass jars and containers. However, a distinct
difference is noted as these Spice ‘libraries’ are categorized according to sensory knowledge
providing a glimpse into the unlettered knowledge and skills that move beyond textual
references of spice labels or written recipes. There is no need for labelling of spice
containers as intimate sensory knowledge gained through the ‘thoughtful practice’ of doing
within the kitchen allows for their decoding. The Cape kitchen spice cabinet together with

family recipes acts as an embodied multisensory living archive.

Retaining the spicy prestige from the enslaved Ayah’s ability to stealthy gain access to spices
for her culinary innovations to the local spice stalls at Hanover Street stalls, to the Bus
terminals bringing flavouring comforts to uprooted communities and continued demand for
supply resulting in the convenience of online spice stores. Spice is an essential kitchen item;
it is accommodated within family budgets. Spice is not an exotic luxury; it is an intimate

relation weaved into the recipes, taste buds and intergenerational memories. In turn, spice
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becomes the constant lingering conveyance for Cape kitchen rituals such as the Sunday

Koesiester.

Acts of Senses

“It is bad faith to burn your grandmother’s archive because she wasn’t as free as you”

Rebecca Johnson (2023:33)

The act of bringing the Koesiester recipe back to the kitchen is an attempt to place
importance on the doings within the kitchen. In keeping with a contrapuntal read, | draw on
the works of Diego Astroga de Ita (2023) noting that the kitchen is an in-between space; a
space that is private yet communal while holding nostalgic memories and materials of the
past and embracing modernity through technology. However, the kitchen can be viewed
with the critique of the unseen subjugated female domestic labour without compensation
(Federici, 1975), eventually, the female morphs into extensions of kitchen tool mechanics as
displayed in Semiotics of the Kitchen by Martha Rosler (2000). On the other hand, the
kitchen could be seen through the nostalgic lens to allure the romanticized kitchen labour as

an act of feminine attributes of duty, love and care.

Here | wish to emphasize this popular memory held within the framing of South African
cuisine as discussed in earlier chapters through published cookbooks which include authors
that are insiders of the communities as described by de Beers (2012). These authors have
been instrumental to the documentation of unrepresented South African cuisines however
they do set the standard by centring kitchen duties of females on upholding authentic and
traditional dishes as seen in Indian Delights (Mayat,1982: 20-22), Fatima Williams in The
Cape Malay Cookbook (1988) and Everyday Cape Malay Cooking by Zainab Lagardien (1995).
However, it is through the broader explorations of the complex histories of the kitchen by
culinary historians such as Cass Abrahams (1995) which illuminated the realities of Cape
kitchens and the links to a fusion of Cape Cuisine. More recent publications representing
Cape Flats cooks such as Fatima Sydow in her contemporary “Cape Malay' cookbooks
(Sydow & Noordien, 2019) (Sydow, 2019 & 2023) provide insights into the realities of the

Cape Flats kitchens thereby moving beyond the romanticized traditional Cape kitchens of
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the old Malay quarters. Whereas attempts at gathering komvandaan® stories of huiskos
using social media during the COVID- lockdown of 2020 became an important celebration of
the diversity of voices. Here the “untrained” home cooks were able to tell their food stories
and personal heritage stories. These unrefined stories from the family kitchens culminated
in the publication of The Lockdown Recipe Storytelling Book (Jones & Fraser,2020).
Interestingly, due to the overwhelming response of komvandaan food stories, an online
archive has been created to curate the diverse voices on the website called koesister.com,
where Koe’sister is the play on the Koesiesters by reference to gossiping (koe’) sisters telling
their own stories across kitchen tables. These newer insider publications on South African
cuisine allow for the diversity of overlapping identities and multiple versions of food
histories and recipes to exist simultaneously. It is with these works in mind, that | draw on
Burnsdon's (2005) and Rebecca Johnson’s (2023) warning to not be restricted to working
within these false binaries of either emancipating the female from the kitchen or erasing the
tension and violence of the kitchen through dream-like nostalgic storytelling. For this
reason, | take the Koesiester out of the silent library archives as used by scholars such as
Classen (2004) and return it to the noisy worldliness of the Cape kitchen. From this vantage,
| see the kitchen as a space to theorize from as suggested by Johnson (2023), thereby
allowing for a blurring of these above-mentioned boundaries as the kitchen is viewed rather

as a site capable of holding multiple and overlapping narratives.

In returning to the kitchen, | lean into the work of Flores Jurado (2018) to reframe women's
recipes as more than cooks-as-authors. Instead, it suggests viewing female cooks as
gastronomic creative writers and as storytellers from the kitchen, who hold a unique
position to narrate their lived experiences. In this way, the kitchen space becomes a
reflection and reflective process of the artistic expressions, care, intimacies, resistance and
multiple agencies, which is echoed in the works of Avakivan (2005), Lorde (2019) and in the
Cape context by Baderoon (2002 & 2019), de Beer (2012) and Chuntel (2023). It is this
dynamic shift in perspective of the kitchen that allows for the movement beyond simplistic

victimization narratives and moves towards embracing the full complexities of the lived

& Komvandaan is an Afrikaans colloquial term translated to “where we come from” and used to tell of the place
where you were born.
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experiences through an “antiromantic” lens that does not dismiss aspects of intimacy,

memories, care and love that are embedded within the family kitchen (de Ita, 2023).

Upon entering the kitchen, | emphasise Meridith Abaraca’s (2006) notions of reframing the
kitchen from a woman's place of subjugation to a woman's space. With this conceptual
movement, importance is placed on the multiple doings of creativity, knowledge
production, knowledge transfer and innovation within the kitchen. It allows the women as
well as the foods that they prepare to be a voice, to be able to tell stories and histories as
they create a world of shared meanings with community from within this in-between space
of the kitchen. The kitchen within this conceptualization is a powerful means to

acknowledge the discourse of epistemologies.

Here | return to the spicy Koesiesters and Aunty Faiza’s oral retelling of her Auwal Tyd
Koesiester noting the refusal to have a written version as the recipe is said to live in their
minds and held in their sense of touch, smell, taste and sight. This is echoed by her
handwritten recipes which are written in a personalized short-hand and encoded format.
With these encodings, Aunty Faiza displays her intimate knowledge of the ingredients,
noting that ingredients speak to her therefore she has no need for detailed recipes. It is
these notions towards the multisensory world of doings within kitchens which illuminate the
pluralliteracy of family recipes which requires a particular sensory literacy to decode. This
“Other” form of literacy is learned through the doings within the kitchen such as the re-

enactment of the Koesiester recipes every Sunday.

This literacy of the kitchen is a language that escapes attempts to be textualized or
verbalized. According to Abaraca (2006), this unwritten embodied language is called Sazon,
a sensory logic while Usmani (2023) describes it as alchemy, an art of sensory cooking
naming it Andaza in Urdu meaning to simply guess, referring to an intuitive way of knowing.
Cariema lIssacs a prominent author of “Cape Malay'' cookbooks (2016 & 2019 & 2021 &
2023) has tried to quantify this Sensory Logic of “Cape Malay” cooking wanting to dispel
notions that it is an embodied free-form style of cooking. As a culinary chef, she tries to
capture the recipes in written form to preserve their authentic forms through precise
measurements, and detailed methods to ensure the ability of replication. However, in her

latest cookbook (Issacs, 2023) an acceptance of not being able to transcribe the Cape
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kitchen language becomes apparent as she explores a form of Sensory-logic calling it a
secret code of “Cape Malay" that extends itself to deeper philosophy to the art of cooking
where each hand brings its own energy and creativity to the dish being prepared in the

kitchen.

In this way, the language of the kitchen is universal yet unique in that it is a sensual

response that is founded on cognitive and embodied experiences. In fact, it reflects the
worldliness in which people are embedded thus allowing for unique re-enactment of recipes
and never precise replications of dishes (Abaraca, 2006). For this reason, to be able to read
the sensorial worlds that refuse to be contained within recipe textual forms, | was invited by
my participants to “... kom praat met die Koesiesters in my Kombuis”, to come and talk to
the Koesiesters in my (her) kitchen. Here | was offered an invite to learn the Cape kitchen

language and the unlettered encoding of the Cape Koesiester.

To explore this sensory logic of the Cape kitchen, | return to my initial interest in following
spice. | refocus on the worldliness of spice in order to attune my senses to the materiality of
spice and the material agency that spice has over humans (Bennett, 2010: 43-44). | revisit
Berni Seale's Colour Me series (2023) used in the introduction of this thesis and reanalyse
the visual performance framed with thinking of and within Cape Kitchens. The exhibition
presented the spices individually in copious amounts to show their vibrant colours thereby
emphasizing their visual aesthetics as a series of changing shades. Illustrating a play on the
overlapping origins of the people of Colour in South Africa. However, | became aware of the
limitations of the visual imagery in which | experienced the series as four sterile and static
photographs mounted to an exhibition wall, | am limited to the use of one sensory organ.
With this in minds, | refer to Gqola (2010:183-184), who gives a brief glimpse into the
missing sensory elements | seek, by highlighting the invisible marking of spice making
mention of the potent and lingering fragrances that would have filled the exhibition space
during the performance of this spicy exhibition. In contrast, | note that when | follow the
spice to the kitchen and observe the performance of the Koesiesters, | become immersed in

the multisensory aspects of spice.

In the kitchen, | note that spice is not used individually. Instead, spice becomes merged into

a blending of shades of browns turning into a unique spice mixture or a spice blend or a
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masala or a mengelsmoes. Although through seeing, smelling, hearing, tasting and touching
this mengelsmoes of spices, | acknowledge that it is more than a simple mish-mash of
flavouring. | began to appreciate the multimodal reading that is required to engage with the
intimate unwritten sensory logic of the Cape kitchen. Noting that in order to appreciate the
complexity of this spice mixture | was required to bring my academic training in
pharmacognosy and biochemistry to the kitchen in order to decipher the Koesiester spice
code. Here | suggest that the Koesiesters spice mixture should be taken seriously as a
curated spice formula containing; Cinnamomum cassia (kaneel), Zingiber officinale (Ginger),
Electarria cardamomum (Karamonk), Syzgium aromaticum (Naeltjies), Pimpinella anisum

(Anaise) and the pericarp of Citrus unshiu (Naartjieskil)’.

| began to study the materiality of the Koesiester’s spice formula and became intrigued by
its aromatic phytochemicals as they seem to merge into a rhythmical dance creating
remarkable displays of synergistic effects (Etkin, 2006). The cinnamaldehyde from kaneel
interacts with temperature receptors on the tongue to elicit a warming effect that enhances
the overall sense of warming from other spices such as naeltjies and ginger
(Farrimond,2018). Whereas, anethole from anaise excites the sweet receptors on the
tongue (Marinov & Valcheva-Kuzmanova, 2015) and interacts with cinnamaldehyde to
enhance the taste of sweetness. Next, Karamonk brings out the floral and citrusy notes
(Zachariah, 2002) that are echoed by ginger and the Naartjieskil. Lastly, Naeltjies provides a
penetrating aromatic to the flavour profile ensuring a lasting effect on the taste receptors
and the stimulation of the olfactory bulb (Parle & Khanna, 2011). In this way, the spice
mixture can be reviewed as a coded message formulated by Ayahs in their Cape Master’s
kitchens and passed down through the generations to induce sensations of a comforting
warmth and bright uplifting joy through the floral and citrus notes allowing one to embrace

the sweet and often spiciness of life at the Cape.

However, before these aromatic phytochemicals can be tasted, they become airborne and
transgress the boundaries of the body as they flood the nasal passages. In this way, the

sense of smell is unique as it does not need an invitation to enter the internal body yet smell

7 As a custodian of the family Koesiester recipes shared by my participants, | have not revealed all the spices.
Instead, | have provided the most common spices used in each recipe as a basic spice formula.
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is often relegated to a lower class of the senses for this very reason (Sutton,2010) (Pink,
2015). This relegation is primarily due to the way in which smell is processed by the body.
Unlike taste, sight, hearing and touch, smell bypasses the thalamus and the sense-specific
cortex of the brain (Cagan, 2012). It is this act of bypassing which causes the unconscious
mind to process smell in an involuntary mode. Smell gets processed by the olfactory bulb in
the limbic system, known as our primitive brain centre (Hoover, 2009). This limbic system
houses the hippocampus which is responsible for long-term memory and the amygdala
which is responsible for processing and regulation of emotions. Hence, a smell can evoke a
more elicit memory than sight or taste. The individual will immediately experience the
emotions and remember the long-term memory associated with the smell before the
cerebral cortex with its specific sensory regions can begin to process the details and
describe the flavour profile in terms of taste or language (Hoover, 2019). In essence,
aromatics that trigger the sense of smells become an integral part of our autobiographical
memory, becoming a part of our being as they are recorded throughout our formative
childhood years and stored within neural pathways that hold vivid recall of multisensory
aspects of the memory which includes emaotional attachments (Verbreek & Crampen, 2016).
Here the phytochemicals of the Koesiester transgress the conscious mind and evoke
encoded memories sweetened by strong emotional associations. In this way, the
performance of the Koesiester is not a conscious performative action (Seremetakis,2019), it
is a ritual to attain social sensory memory by bringing the unwritten pasts into the present.
These social sensory memories are embodied codes that are encapsulated in a material

form of oval-shaped sweetened fried dough called the Koesiester.
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Chapter 6: Poetics of the Koesiester

“This is poetry as illumination for it is through poetry that we give name to those ideas which
are until the poem, nameless and formless — about to be birthed, but already felt”

Audre Lorde, Poetry is not a luxury (1985:125)

| began this ethnography with the intention of following spice as it flows across the Cape
kitchen. In doing so, | find spice encapsulated in tales of an oval-shaped sweetened fried
dough called the Koesiester. Through journeying with the Koesiester across multiple time
periods and multiple sites, listening to oral histories and lived experiences across kitchen
tables. | discovered that spice is not an exotic luxury. Instead, spice is an intimate relation
weaved into the family recipes, taste buds and intergenerational memories of the Cape. In
turn, spice becomes the constant lingering conveyance for the Cape kitchen ritual of the
Sunday Koesiester. In this way, the Koesiester is more than a spicy fried dough, it becomes
an edible archive, a palimpsest, that through its performance in the kitchen tells the
unwritten and faded histories of the people of the Cape. To end my journey with the spicy
Koesiester, | feel inclined to offer a last contrapuntal poetic reading of the unwritten Cape

Koesiester recipe.

Koesiester Poetics

Ingredients:

Refined white flour as a gatherer for binding,

invite the invisible stabilizers’ yeast,

offer them a drink of eggs, milk and sugar to nourish.

Entice them with an aromatic display of spices.

Method:
Combine, using brute force and bare knuckles.
Manipulate the amalgamation of identities

as complex sticky doughs of silences.
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Through years of enforcement,
a now pliable dough may be allowed
to settle at the Cape Table.

Before knocking it back once again:

using hands to divide and shape
those settled at the Table

into categories of aesthetics,
separate shades and places;

and leave for a period of respite.

Dropping these oval balls of dough into hot oil
they sink into a violent protest of splattering,
an uncontrollable refusal of silences and control.

An uprising in different shades of golden-brown hues.

However, this spicy fried dough requires refinement
—a further bubbling bath of spice-infused syrup
and a final dusting of fine coconut,

to still appease aesthetics and soothe the heat.

Serve warm,

as a re-membering of our multiple ancestors' enforced journeys
across and along Indian Oceans,

as a retelling for those who wish for us to forget

our unlettered stories.
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