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CHAPTER 2 

“Kitchen Language”: 
Islam and the culture of food

Intimacy is never simple.
– Adrienne Rich (2009)

Ideology is externalised in food.
– Timothy Morton (2003: 108)

Unequal intimacies: The Ayah in the kitchen2

n his influential study of slavery, Status and Respectability in the Cape 
Colony 1750–1870, Robert Ross muses regretfully that “[b]ody language 

largely is outside the vision of historians”, but notes that there are nonethe-
less ways to read the traces of social relations through the body, including 
through food (1999: 2). In this chapter, I read the gestures and desires of the 
body in relation to Muslim food at the Cape, which was crucially shaped by 
slavery. This can be done by analysing the figure of the enslaved woman who 
crafts dishes that shape the tastes of slave-owners. This discussion continues 
the shift in scale from landscape to the intimate space of the household and 
the culture of domesticity evoked by Berni Searle’s Colour Me series, and 
focuses on food as an important element of the history and representation 
of slavery. 

For hundreds of years, images of Muslim food have been the primary 
vehicle for creating a South African vision of Islam. In 1849, George French 
Angas’s The Kafirs Illustrated presented “Malay” food as colourful spectacle, 
highlighting the “table groaning beneath the weight [of] pots of preserved 
ginger and nutmeg”, amid the sociality of “feasting” and “singing” (10), en-

I
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trenching the connection between “Malay” cooking and spectacle. This con-
vention continued well into the twentieth century, and eventually colourful 
images of Muslim food were seen as characteristic of the Cape itself. I. D. du 
Plessis’s foreword to Hilda Gerber’s Traditional Cookery of the Cape Malays 
(1954) proclaims that “[n]o aspect of Cape Malay life has been more closely 
interwoven with life at the Cape than Cape Malay cookery.” I trace the role 
of this highly specific exoticism in the formation of a more general South 
African identity, which is echoed in other descriptions of “Malay” food. This 
gives an exotic version of “Malay” food a minor part in the construction of 
a broader South African culture – in which the brutal history of slavery is 
elided. 

Despite the association of Muslim food with the picturesque, the cuisine 
is freighted with dissonant meanings. In the 1820s and 1830s, two-thirds of 
enslaved people at the Cape performed household work, and skill in cooking 
markedly increased the price of a slave (Mason 2003: 108). The food histo-
rian, doctor and poet C. Louis Leipoldt confirms that “slaves who had knowl-
edge of this kind of cookery commanded a far higher price than other domes-
tic chattels”, citing an advertisement for the sale of five slaves after the death 
of their owner: “Malani, a good cook, exceptionally skilled and not wasteful 
in the kitchen”, and an account (Leipoldt 1976: 18) of a slave auction where 
“there was spirited competition for Emerentia, who is an acknowledged artist 
of the pot”. 

Thus, it is not only the food, but also the figure of the skilled and usu-
ally unnamed Ayah in the kitchen (featured in South African recipe books by 
Hilda Gerber, Martin Versveld, C. Louis Leipoldt and Laurens van der Post), 
who carries echoes of slavery. Van der Post acknowledges that he gathered the 
recipes in his cookbooks from his “Malay” servants and cooks, revealing the 
required silence of the gifted but mute Muslim cook in the construction of 
dominant South African cuisine (Van der Post 1977: 129). 

How can one speak differently about food? Scholars have coined the term 
“intimacy” to allude to the forms of charged proximity that were created by 
colonialism and apartheid, and which remain an under-discussed legacy to-
day (Berlant 2000; Pratt and Posner 2012). In South Africa, the concepts of 
intimacy and entanglement have been proposed as ways to speak about the 
complex relations that emerged alongside and in response to the stark divi-
sions of race. 
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In their introduction to the essay collection Senses of Culture (2000), the 
literary scholars Sarah Nuttall and Cheryl-Ann Michael suggest a hermeneu-
tics of intimacy predicated on a set of continual if uneven exchanges since 
the colonial period, as a way of studying South African culture. They argue 
against “the over-determination of the political, the inflation of resistance and 
the fixation on race” that characterise previous approaches to South African 
history, which they contend has resulted in a sense of a South African excep-
tionalism (1).3 As alternative models, they cite Tony Morphet’s writing on the 
stylistic continuities between the architecture of Durban and other African 
port cities (Nuttall and Michael 2000: 4); also Jane Taylor and David Bunn’s 
studies of poison in the colonial Cape, in which they point to the mutual 
influences and ideas about poison that circulated between the Khoisan and 
Dutch and British settlers. Bunn contends that, although intermittent and 
uneven, these exchanges “gesture toward the beginnings of an ambivalently 
shared knowledge of medicines and herbs” (Nuttall and Michael 2000: 8). 

The most important precedent for Nuttall and Michael’s theory is Robert 
Shell’s ground-breaking historical study Children of Bondage: A social history 
of the slave society at the Cape of Good Hope, 1652–1838 (1994), in which he 
wrote about the subtle and profound interactions between enslaved people 
and slave-owners at the Cape, a legacy he asserts is reflected in contemporary 
South African practices of food, language, architecture and music (see also 
Nuttall and Michael 2000: 5–8). In Children of Bondage, Shell observes that 
the paternalistic and often violent space of the slaveholding household was 
also a space of continual and intimate encounters between slaves and their 
owners that left a permanent imprint on South African culture. Using these 
instances of “intimacy” analysed by Bunn, Morphet and Shell, Nuttall and 
Michael propose an approach to South Africa culture that focuses not on 
“closure” and “borders” – tropes they claim have over-determined the coun-
try’s intellectual and cultural production because of apartheid – but on “inti-
macies and connectivities” (2000: 8). Nuttall and Michael assert that previous 
approaches have overlooked that:

[a]longside the closure of South African imaginations there exist in-
timacies and connectivities, other ways of seeing. The recognition 
of such intimacies has tended to be end-stopped by invocations of 
segregation. Despite apartheid, a great many forms of continuity 
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and intimacy managed, if not to flourish, then at least to exist and 
develop (2000: 5).

What is the nature of the “intimacy” that Nuttall and Michael propose? The 
authors draw strongly from Shell’s Children of Bondage, in which he identi-
fies the dangerous physical proximity of domestic slavery as a site of cultural 
invention. Shell argues that 

slavery brought different people together, not across the sights of a 
gun, as on the frontier, but in the setting of a home. Each slave was 
exposed to each owner and each settler to each slave on a very inti-
mate footing. There was, in fact, a common reciprocal legacy (Nuttall 
and Michael 2000: 5).

Under these conditions, he asserts:

slave ancestors injected diversity and challenge into an oppressive set-
tler culture, bending and finally changing it, creolising into a new  … 
single domestic Creole culture, within the otherwise starkly stratified 
and bifurcated slave society of early South Africa … with its new cui-
sine, its new architecture, its new music, its melodious, forthright and 
poetic language, Afrikaans, first expressed in the Arabic script of the 
slaves’ religion and written literature” (Nuttall and Michael 2000: 5).

Here Shell proposes that slaves “injected” new elements of “diversity and chal-
lenge” into the dominant slave-owning culture, eventually “bending,” “chang-
ing” and “creolising” it, leading to a new “amalgamated” culture – whose legacy 
is central to South Africa today. This is a compelling vision. Little attention has 
been paid to the impact of enslaved people on contemporary culture, and a 
theory of “intimacies” opens a space for reading such legacies in a sensitive way. 

However, does giving attention to “intimacies” introduce the danger of 
displacing the reality of the “blood, sweat and tears” (Gutierrez quoted in 
Stoler 2002: 14) of colonialism? Sean Jacobs (2002) argues that Nuttall and 
Michael’s argument about foundational intimacies runs the risk of “hastily 
abandoning class and race, domination and resistance” in studies of South 
Africa. Thus the nature of intimacy is crucial in considering the legacies of 
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the proximities of slavery. Rustum Kozain notes that “one still has to be cog-
nisant of separation, of how segregation in fact structures ‘intimacy’” (2002: 
interview). 

While bearing in mind these necessary cautions, I accept Nuttall and Mi-
chael’s larger point about the need for nuanced readings of the intersections, 
silences and complexities of South African history. Precisely because the ex-
clusions in the archives mean that slaves’ lives are absent except in highly con-
stricted forms, if we read intimacy against the grain – as uncanny nearness, 
as charged silence and as coded trauma, following the model of Lisa Lowe’s 
essay “The Intimacies of Four Continents” (2006: 192–3) on the effects of 
colonialism and slavery on the New World – we can productively engage the 
erasures of the historical archive. Such a reading of intimacy would allow us 
to address the silences in South African culture about the violence of slavery 
and its persistent contemporary impact. 

Food is an exemplary terrain in which to explore this notion of intimacy. 
This chapter draws on insights from visual art, fiction, cookbooks, sociology 
and interviews with cooks that document narratives about food not available 
in written sources. From the period of slavery to apartheid, the South African 
kitchen has been a site of harrowing intimacy, power, knowledge and invis-
ible ideological contest, with profound cultural effects. An amiable view of 
“Cape Malay” cooking has had the effect of domesticating images of slavery 
in South Africa, and has allowed dominant society to gesture to the presence 
of enslaved people while denying the brutality of slavery. Because food is cen-
tral to the South African visual regime about slavery, images of the kitchen are 
weighted with repressed knowledge. Unsettling themes of secrets, magic and 
poison haunt the picturesque view of “Malay” cuisine as exotic and benign. 
In an article on views in the metropole about the use of poisons in the colo-
nies, Jane Taylor notes that the “powerful organic toxins used in the colonies 
are associated with alternative systems of intelligence, unreadable representa-
tions, … and medical and cosmological practices that defy the English imagi-
nation” (Taylor 1996: 89). The stories and rumours that circulated at the Cape 
about the powers of slave cooks can therefore be read as an anxiety about an 
alternative epistemology that lay outside of colonial control. 

The kitchen formed an unrelenting, perilous and transformative arena in 
which an uneven contest between slave-owner and enslaved was fought. Ulti-
mately enslaved people came to shape South African cuisine in unexpectedly 
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potent ways. Given the inequities of power in the colonial kitchen, how was 
this possible? 

In The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), Michel de Certeau asserts that the 
powerless exert an unsuspected power that operates in the interstices of dom-
inant culture by using objects of consumption in ways that elude the desires 
of dominant classes. De Certeau writes that the powerless invisibly subvert 
the culture of the powerful by making “innumerable and infinite decimal 
transformations within the dominant cultural economy in order to adapt it 
to their own interests and their own rules” (1984: xiv). In contrast to the “cen-
tralised, glamorous, and spectacular production” of the elites, consumption 
by the powerless can be:

devious, it is dispersed, but it insinuates itself everywhere, silently and 
almost invisibly, because it does not manifest itself through its own 
products, but rather through its ways of using the products imposed 
by dominant economic order (1984: xii–xiii).

This is evident in the case of the Spanish conquest of the Americas, for 
instance, where indigenous people, despite their defeat, introduced into 
dominant practices an

ambiguity that subverted from within the Spanish colonisers’ “success” 
in imposing their own culture on the indigenous Indians.… Submis-
sive, and even consenting to their subjection, the Indians … often made 
of the rituals, representations, and laws imposed on them something 
quite different from what their conquerors had in mind; they subverted 
them, not by rejecting or altering them, but by using them with respect 
to events and references foreign to the system.… their use of the domi-
nant social order deflected its power, which they lacked the means to 
challenge; they escaped it without leaving it (1984: xiv). 

De Certeau’s concepts of “[s]ubmissive[ness]” and “consent” as signs of 
a long-term and subtle process of transformation are illuminating tools 
through which to read the image of the docile “Malay”. This allows us to read 
the work of desire in the food created in the slave kitchen, food that later be-
come national dishes claimed by dominant culture. 
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In the case of South African food, the slave kitchen was the “ambiguous” 
space in which familiar objects were subverted in ways not immediately ap-
parent as resistance to dominant parts of society. The historian John Mason 
terms this practice of resistance a deployment of “the weapons of the weak” 
by skilled slaves at the Cape (2003: 163). The separate practices and meanings 
given to Muslim food show how the powerless used instruments of domi-
nation for “events and references foreign” to dominant culture. Eventually, 
enslaved people’s “ways of using” the ingredients of Dutch food reshaped the 
dominant cuisine.

The effect of this subtle legacy of the slave kitchen can be seen today in 
the similar dishes with different names in the cooking traditions of the de-
scendants of enslaved people and slave-owners, such as the drink known in 
“Malay” cooking as “boeber” and in the Afrikaans tradition as “melkkos” 
(Abrahams 1995: 46). “Bobotie” is claimed as a national dish by Afrikaans-
speaking people, yet is also a well-known “Cape Malay” dish. The familiar 
meeting among Muslims called a “merrang”, which continues to be held to-
day, arose out of occasions when slaves met while their masters were at church 
(Abrahams 1995: 69). A joke about “affal wat vleis geword het” [“offal that 
became meat”] refers to the fact that slaves made their food from the parts 
of animals discarded by the master (Abrahams 2002: interview). Because of 
the suppression of memories of slavery and the lingering effects of apartheid, 
the various food cultures in South Africa remain largely insulated from one 
another, and therefore these similarities and the reasons for them are mostly 
unexplored. In an essay that draws on Leipoldt’s food anthropology, Riaan 
Oppelt argues that “Cape Malay” food can be seen as the original South Af-
rican cuisine (2012: 51–68). This acknowledges that enslaved people made a 
fundamental contribution to the cuisine that would come to be called “South 
African cooking”. Yet the interesting question is how the general came to be 
established through an erasure of slavery. 

 

Perilous intimacies: Rayda Jacobs’s The Slave Book

Rayda Jacobs’s novel The Slave Book (1998) depicts the lives of slaves at the 
Cape in the 1830s, and shows the multiple meanings encoded in Muslim 
food.4 In the novel, the kitchen is the site of a brittle intimacy between slave-
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owners and slaves, where any encounter may turn suddenly perilous. Mason 
points out that the kitchen was not only the space of labour, but that “it was 
common for slaves … to sleep in hallways and kitchens” (2003: 76). The lan-
guage of domesticity provides an insight into the dangers of the slave house-
hold. At the Cape, the term “domestic correction” was given to the practice of 
“violent coercion and physical punishment that slave owners applied to their 
slaves” (Mason 2003: 73).

In The Slave Book, precisely because the kitchen is the location of precari-
ous, if everyday exchanges, it is also the space of overheard information, a sup-
ply of extra food, and the sharing of secret knowledge such as healing potions 
among slaves – through these actions, the kitchen becomes the site of small re-
sistances encoded into tastes, sound, touch, glances and smells. Here enslaved 
people learned not only how to survive, but gathered the resources for subver-
sion. In the novel, Rachel, a slave who had been on Zoetewater farm for twen-
ty-two years, comforts the newly arrived Somiela: “in the kitchen you hear 
many things” (1998: 30). The kitchen is where the slaves on the farm speak 
a language of tastes and flavours that eventually affect the entire household. 
Through food, Somiela silently speaks back to the masters in ways that the lat-
ter eventually come to desire. Soon after Somiela arrives at the farm, Andries, 
the slave-owner, consults his wife Marieta about arrangements for supper:

 
“I told [Somiela] to make some of that food for tonight that she 
made the other day.”
“Someila can’t cook.”
“She can. She’s the one who made the – what’s it called again?” he 
asked Somiela directly.
“Cabbage bredie, Seur,” Rachel spoke up for Somiela, sensing 
Marieta’s hostility.
“Well, whatever it is, we won’t have it,” Marieta said with finality. 
“Not for guests. Rachel will cook what I tell her to cook, and we’ll 
serve what we usually serve – roast meat and potatoes and carrots” 
(Jacobs 1988: 65).

Though Marieta marks “with finality” a clear distinction between “what we 
usually serve” and “whatever it is” that Somiela makes, such boundaries be-
tween slaves and masters would eventually dissolve (Shell 1994: 415). Slaves 
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and their descendants operated in the kitchen in ways that exceeded the con-
trol of dominant culture. Both “Malay” and Dutch, later Afrikaans, cooking 
would come to manifest the intertwined reality of the slave kitchen (Abra-
hams 2002: interview). By the time the German naturalist Henry Lichtenstein 
travelled through the country in the early nineteenth century, he found that 
cooking at the Cape echoed Batavian practices and dishes, including kerrie 
[curry], atjar and sambal (cited in Gerber 1954: 10). 

The unsettling connotations suppressed by the picturesque remain close 
to the surface of “Malay” food. After the scene related above, Marieta whips 
Somiela in unprovoked fury, and in her pain, Somiela contemplates her re-
sponse in the language of the kitchen:

Tasting the saltiness of her own blood, she promised herself that she 
would make this monstrous woman pay. The first opportunity she 
had, she would pee in her coffee, poison her food (Jacobs 1998: 68–69).

This scene reveals that the image of the skilled and compliant cook has a 
double: the slave woman who exercises the dangerous power of the kitchen 
to “gool” or conjure by adding insidious, undetectable ingredients to food 
to form magic potions or, even more frighteningly, to poison the eater (Van 
der Post 1977: 146).5 This fear, deriving from the proximity of slaves to their 
masters, circulated in the Cape both during and long after the end of slavery. 
In 1864, Lady Duff Gordon refers to the myth in her letters: 

[H]e compelled me to drink herb tea, compounded by a Malay doc-
tor for my cough. I declined at first, and the poor old man looked 
hurt, gravely assured me that it was not true that Malays always poi-
soned Christians, and drank some himself. Thereupon I was obliged, 
of course, to drink up the rest; it certainly did me good, and I have 
drunk it since with good effect; it is intensely bitter and rather sticky. 
The white servants and the Dutch landlady where I lodge shake their 
heads ominously, and hope it mayn’t poison me a year hence. “Them 
nasty Malays can make it work months after you take it” (1921: 37).

The trope of the closeness of medicine to poison and the fear of the hidden 
power of “Malay” potions convey a lingering anxiety about the knowledge 
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produced in the slave kitchen. In his book First Catch Your Eland (1977), Lau-
rens van der Post tells an innocuous version of this ability to heal that turns 
into a confession of his belief in the hidden powers of the “Malays”:

In my young days we also believed that the Malays could cure, with 
their own herbs and spices, diseases that our own doctors could not. 
The superstitious among us thought that the Malays were great ma-
gicians. There was a widespread conviction that they could “gool” 
– their word for the performance of magic deeds (146).

Van der Post’s memory links spices to magic and secret powers in a vision that 
signals the power of the kitchen, and is the shadow side of the food conjured 
by the benign Ayah in the kitchen.

Representations of Islam in cookbooks

In travellers’ tales about the Cape published in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, “Malay” slaves were commonly associated with food, and nine-
teenth and twentieth century South African cookbooks form an important 
archive for images of Islam in South Africa. Muslim food appears in some of 
the earliest collections of recipes published in the country under the category 
of “East Indian”, “Malay” and later, “Cape Malay” cooking. The first cook-
books published in South Africa were A. G. Hewitt’s Cape Cookery (1889) 
and Hildagonda Duckitt’s Hilda’s “Where Is It?” (1891). Both books contain 
“Malay” and “East Indian” recipes such as “breedee” (stew) and “blatjang” 
(chutney). Such early cookbooks are a significant source of South African 
images of Islam. 

Cookbooks reveal shifts in conceptions of food, national identity and so-
cial relations. Arjun Appadurai’s classic essay “How to make a national cui-
sine: Cookbooks in contemporary India” (1988) contends that cookbooks 
written in English and directed largely at a middle-class Anglophone audi-
ence helped to craft a national, postcolonial and post-industrial cuisine in 
India. The exchange of recipes across barriers of language, caste and ethnicity 
became a site for the “loosening” of old boundaries and the creation of a cul-
tural space for the urban middle class, but also overwrote local and regional 
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specificity (240). As in South Africa, the precise relation of the specific to the 
general – what is excluded and what is included in order to form a national 
cuisine – is a crucial matter.

In the South African context, disembodied versions of “Cape Malay” and 
indigenous Khoisan food, disarticulated from the people who made them, 
were used to craft a national cuisine. In the 1970s, popular books such as 
Laurens van der Post’s African Food, Betsie Rood’s Maleier Kookkuns [The 
Art of Malay Cooking] and Renata Coetzee’s The South African Culinary 
Tradition extolled “Malay” dishes, but refer to slavery only as a passing de-
tail. Cheryl-Ann Michael observes in her analysis of “Cape Malay” recipe 
books that in these texts, “[p]eople of Malay descent … are curiously vague 
figures, scarcely visible despite, or perhaps because of, their food” (Michael 
2006: 261). This suggests that the visibility of “Malay” cooking in dominant 
food culture is paralleled by the invisibility of the people who make it. Fur-
thermore, for the cuisine to serve as a part of national tradition requires a 
silence about enslaved beginnings. In contrast, the Muslim food historian 
Cass Abrahams, author of Cass Abrahams Cooks Cape Malay, insisted in an 
interview (Baderoon 2002b) on observing the direct connection between 
slavery and cooking, noting that during the colonial period, when cargo 
ships entered Cape Town harbour, one could determine by smell whether 
they carried spices or slaves. 

An example of Appadurai’s theory of a national cuisine and its era-
sures can be found in Renata Coetzee’s The South African culinary tradition 
(1977). In its version of a national cuisine, the book places “Malays” after 
successive European influences: The Dutch Element, The German Contribu-
tion and A French Flair, followed by An Eastern Aroma and then Edible Wild 
Plants and Their Influence and Cape Edible Wild Plants. In the course of the 
book, it becomes clear that Coetzee’s definition of “South African” is white 
Afrikaans-speaking South Africans, who have absorbed these various influ-
ences to develop a “national” cuisine. Martin Hall critiques the self-erasures 
in Coetzee’s elevated language, such as her references to “rissoles in vine 
leaves” and “watermelon preserve” to describe plain farm food (1992: 25). 
This genteel vision of a Cape past renders slavery invisible and turns Mus-
lims into an ingredient in South African cooking. The book places “Malays” 
in a serene past, with slavery benignly alluded to in terms of the “skill” of 
the men as artisans and the “exotic oriental dishes” cooked by the women. 

5HJDUG�0XVOLPV�OD\RXW�LQGG����� ���������������30



59

“ K I T C H E N  L A N G U A G E ”

This characterises slaves as a piquant flavour: as if they, like their food, gave 
a pleasing tincture to a broader South African history. Indigenous people 
are not mentioned at all, but “edible wild plants” are listed. Ultimately, the 
colourful visibility of “Malays” in these books functions to give white, espe-
cially Afrikaans-speaking South Africans, a claim to a substantial and elabo-
rated history. Coetzee’s vision of a South African culinary tradition erases 
the history of slavery and colonialism. 

The introductions, prefaces, forewords and illustrations of such cook-
books define a white South African national cuisine in which Muslim cook-
ing plays a minor and exotic part. They locate Muslim food in a benign past, 
and their descriptions of recipes are tinged with a tone of loss and nostalgia, 
portraying Muslim cooks as holders of the secrets of a distinctive food tradi-
tion in danger of disappearing. This is the case even in the country’s earli-
est cookbook, Hewitt’s 1889 Cape Cookery, which refers to “really good old-
fashioned recipes such as were almost traditional … in former times” (1889: 
19). Muslim people themselves are either unnamed, as anonymous Ayahs in 
the kitchen, or named to secure the expertise of the author, where Arabic 
names are used as markers of authenticity, and by extension, of the writer’s 
authority. In I. D. du Plessis’ foreword to Gerber’s book, he acknowledges “[t]
he revision of some details by Sheikh A. Behardien, President of the Moslem 
Judicial Council”. Most commonly, however, the authors refer not to their 
“Malay” informants, but to one another for authority. For instance, Betsie 
Rood’s Maleier Kookkuns (Afrikaans for “The Art of Malay Cooking”) reflects 
the success of Du Plessis’s claims to expertise concerning “Malay” culture, 
since the author dedicates her book to “I. D. du Plessis and the Cape Malay 
community”. Du Plessis’ interest in “Cape Malay” cuisine is by implication 
part of his project of constituting the “Malays” as a body of knowledge over 
which he presided. 

In contrast, Hilda Gerber’s Traditional Cookery of the Cape Malays names 
the women from whom she received recipes, and even provides different ver-
sions of the same dish. Gerber’s commendable approach has enabled descen-
dants of these women to trace their contributions. Mrs Jorayda Salie told me 
in an interview that a relative of hers had provided Gerber with a recipe. On 
the other hand, the illustrations in Gerber’s cookbook, drawn by Katrine Har-
ries, convey an unvaryingly amiable, colourful and exotic image of Islam that 
neglects the complexity and shifts in the food, and contradicts the approach 
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taken in the written text. As archival sources, cookbooks also reveal a history 
that subverts the placid reputation of the Cape Muslims. Cass Abrahams re-
vealed that many of Betsie Rood’s informants left out crucial ingredients in 
their recipes, rendering them unusable. 

 As the above examples show, cookbooks can be a way to erase and appro-
priate histories. However, there is another tradition of food history in South 
Africa, evident in Gerber and particularly in the writing of C. Louis Leipoldt, 
the most significant figure in the framing of public knowledge about Muslim 
cooking. Leipoldt collected an extensive archive of recipe manuscripts dat-
ing back to the seventeenth century, which are housed in the South African 
National Library. His Cape Cookery, published in 1976 (although the manu-
script was completed in 1947), discusses the role of slavery in South African 
history and credits “Malay” cooks with inventing an original creole cooking 
tradition. Leipoldt is the source of enduring tropes about Muslim cooking 
in South Africa, including an almost unparalleled skill in the use of spices 
and being famously protective of food secrets. His description of their use of 
spices is the best-known South African verbal image of Muslim food:

 
Malay cookery [’s] … outstanding characteristics are the free, almost 
heroic, use of spices and aromatic flavouring, the prolonged steady, 
but slow, application of moist heat to all meat dishes, and the skilful 
blending of many diverse constituents into a combination that still 
holds the essential goodness of each (1976: 11).

Leipoldt’s evocative metaphor of the “free, almost heroic” use of spices, and 
his connection of spices with “freedom” and “mastery”, suggests that the in-
ventiveness of cooking allowed Muslims to claim a degree of control and 
power from dominant society even under conditions of slavery. Part of the 
resonance of Leipoldt’s tropes of freedom and secrets comes from his insight 
into cooking as an assertion of mastery in a form that eluded the surveillance 
of slave-owners.

In my interview with her, Cass Abrahams recalled Leipoldt’s quota-
tion with even greater emphasis: “[spices] were readily available and [the 
slaves] added it to the food of the Dutch masters, as Leipoldt says, with 
absolute free abandon” (emphasis added). She noted further that when it 
comes to blending flavours, the “Cape Malays are masters, absolute mas-
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ters, at doing that”. This “free, almost heroic” gesture of an enslaved hand 
dispensing spices captured by Leipoldt’s metaphor and the intensification 
of this in Abrahams’s “absolute free abandon” powerfully convey the “body 
language” sought by Ross. The images articulate an assertion of “freedom” 
unreadable by the master and mistress, and a “mastery” they cannot equal 
(Ross 1999: 2). 

Cookbooks by Muslim authors: 
Food, gender and magic

Even at its most benign, there is always a secret in food, and good cooks ap-
pear to have an almost occult level of skill in the kitchen. Indeed, both during 
and after slavery, Muslim cooks were thought to have supernatural abilities, 
as the quotations above by Lady Duff Gordon and Van der Post show. The 
recurring theme of the skilled but silent woman in the kitchen was accom-
panied by an anxiety about the close relationship between skill and secrecy, 
cooking and magic, food and poison. Before emancipation, skill in cooking 
among slaves was both sought after and feared as an insidious and potentially 
dangerous power to “gool” or conjure. In its benign version, this is reflected 
in the image of a skilled but mute Ayah in the kitchen. However, this familiar 
feature of South African recipe collections was radically revised by the publi-
cation of cookbooks written by Muslim women. 

Indian Delights (1961) was the first cookbook written by Muslim au-
thors in South Africa. It was created by the Women’s Cultural Group in 
Durban, led by Zuleikha Mayat, and became an unprecedented publishing 
success and an important cultural landmark (Vahed and Waetjen 2010). 
In her seminal analysis of Indian women’s writing, Sister Outsiders, De-
varakshanam Govinden showed that Indian Delights was not solely a book 
of recipes but, with its inclusion of advice and stories about the challenges 
faced by Indian indentured labourers in South Africa, it demonstrated that 
“[c]uisine was an important way of preserving cultural identity in a strange 
land” (102). 

Govinden revealed that the initial impetus for the creation of the book was 
to refute the anthropologist Helen Kuper’s dismissal of the Indian contribu-
tion to South African literature. In a passage quoted in the Women’s Cultural 
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Group brochure of 1972, Kuper asserted that “despite the hundred years in 
South Africa, the Indians here had not achieved much in the field of literature” 
(quoted in Govinden, 102). The Women’s Cultural Group at first intended 
to write a literary work in response to Kuper’s comment, but later resolved 
to create a different intellectual and political project in the form of a com-
munal cookbook. Because it was driven by a broader social aim, the authors 
did not obey the conventions of cookbooks and instead reinvented the genre, 
combining “recipes interspersed with numerous vignettes, nostalgic family 
anecdotes [and] convalescence remedies” to create a new genre that “has an 
invaluable intertextual and social character” and “projects a fascinating di-
mension of cultural history” (Govinden 102). They refused the association of 
exoticism with Muslim food. The collection testified to the resourcefulness of 
the people from whom it drew its recipes, who had brought seeds from India 
and grew vegetables on “apron gardens” (102). The word “delights” in the title 
encompasses not only resilience, but inventiveness and pleasure. In the face 
of poverty, the women’s ingenuity was also evident in handmade tablecloths 
cut out of old newspapers, which provided not only dignity but also beauty. 
By remaking the genre of the cookbook through Indian Delights, the Women’s 
Cultural Group achieved an extraordinary degree of social, intellectual and 
financial influence. The combination in the book of social history, public and 
private narratives, and collectively formed knowledge has created an endur-
ing resource for food history, education and women’s leadership. 

The next publication by a Muslim author was The Cape Malay Cookbook 
(1988) by Faldela Williams. My interviews with different generations of Mus-
lim cooks suggests that on its first appearance, The Cape Malay Cookbook 
was addressed to an outside audience because the introduction refers to the 
use of “exotic” spices, whereas the use of spices is the most quotidian act in 
Muslim cooking. This reflects the requirement of exoticism that Indian De-
lights was able to subvert. The introduction also describes “Malays” in the 
third person, as “they”, and many cooks I interviewed complained that the 
amounts given for spices in the recipes were woefully inadequate. Williams’s 
strategy of including the names of cooks in recipe titles (such as “Mymoena’s 
Almond Tart” and “Fawzia’s Soetkoekies”) gives credit to the women who 
provided the recipes while conveying her role as a scribe of circulating com-
munal knowledge and simultaneously confirming her role as an expert who 
could draw on authentic sources (1993: 77). Ironically, because of changes in 
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cooking practices in the decades after its publication, the book has become 
an important tool for passing recipes along between generations of Muslim 
cooks (Baderoon, 2001).

Cass Abrahams Cooks Cape Malay is the next noteworthy publication 
in this genre. Interestingly bifurcated in its approach, it shows in an exten-
sive introduction and foreword the author’s awareness of an outside audi-
ence to whom the food would be seen as exotic; however, it also alludes 
thoughtfully to the history of Islam and slavery as part of her definition 
of “Malay” food. A former political activist and food historian, Abrahams 
emphasises the communal, pan-African character of the food. In contrast 
to Laurens van der Post, Abrahams asserts that its African location is cru-
cial to “Cape Malay” cooking, and that indigenous Khoi and San people 
shared their knowledge of indigenous food resources with Muslims, thus 
contributing crucially to the cuisine. She contends that this combination 
of ingredients, histories and traditions makes “Cape Malay” dishes a “food 
from Africa.” This contrasts strongly with the exoticising tone of Van der 
Post’s writing on Muslim food in African Cooking (1970) and First Catch 
Your Eland (1977), which highlights its Asian origins and underplays 
its African and creole aspects. For instance, he describes an Eid plate of 
“brightly coloured cakes a la Javanese” (1977: 130), claiming that “on feast 
days, what is purely Malay in their cooking tends to assert itself ” (132). 
In comparison, Abrahams’s signal contribution to food writing in South 
Africa is to assert the “African” character of Muslim food, and to give due 
credit to its African, Asian and creole elements rather than simply fore-
grounding its Asian history. 

The publication of books by Williams and Abrahams was an important 
development in the South African lexicon on Muslim cooking, but their 
transformative effect was limited by the genre of the cookbook, which relies 
on the persona of the skilled chef to establish its authority, and integrates 
Muslim cookbook authors into the commodification and exoticisation of 
food, ethnicity and culture. Despite this, the contemporary practice of the 
food retains its resistant and inventive origins practiced by ordinary cooks. 
Abrahams’s story about the Hertzoggie cookie, which I discuss at the end of 
this chapter, exemplifies the dissident practices within food production that 
exceed the frame of the commodified cookbook, and bring the subversive 
meanings of food into the foreground. 
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“Steal with the eye”: 
Taste, secret knowledge and hidden meanings

Such resistant elements are found in the practices of ordinary cooks, whose 
views I elicited in interviews. Abrahams revealed that in “the old Cape Malay 
books written by Betsie Roods [and Hilda Gerber], [the informants] pur-
posefully left out three or four ingredients (2002: interview). This echoes 
Leipoldt’s description of the secretiveness of Muslim cooks, and shows that 
with recipes, the rules of access are determined by those on the inside. While 
Muslim herself, Abrahams is not originally from Cape Town, and she en-
countered a determined secretiveness about recipes while writing her book. 
“I found I had to go and steal with my eyes; in a lot of instances I would 
chat and watch them surreptitiously” (2002: interview). She found it un-
derstandable that people who had been exploited and who knew that their 
knowledge of food had been commodified by others might be reluctant to 
share recipes: “You want to [hold onto] that [since] you have nothing else.” 
To overcome this secretiveness, Abrahams revealed that one of the skills of 
good cooks is to be able to extract recipes even from people who do not want 
to share them. Two other cooks I spoke with used a similar metaphor for 
eliciting knowledge. Rose Fick told me that good cooks have the ability to 
“catch with the eye” (2002: interview), and Zainab Francis learned to make 
pizza bases when “I saw with the eye in a pizza shop one night” (2002: in-
terview). This subtle use of “the eye” is one example of the hidden reversals 
described by De Certeau, and of the body language sought by Ross. What 
looks like compliance or submissiveness is actually an evasion of the classi-
fying impulse, and the remaking of available knowledge through subtle and 
unexpected means.

I end this chapter with a coded history told in food. The Hertzoggie is a 
familiar “Cape Malay” cookie or biscuit that can typically be seen in photo-
graphs of Eid festivities in South Africa. It is a small, open tart made with two 
fillings of contrasting colours alongside each other. Unbeknown to many out-
side the Muslim community, this innocuous-looking confection also encodes 
an important political history. Cass Abrahams tells the story of how these 
meanings were translated into food by the less powerful. She takes us back to 
1936 when General J. B. M. Hertzog: 
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was running for power. He made two promises.… He said that he 
would give the women a vote, en hy sal die slawe dieselfde as die wittes 
maak, he will make the Malays equal to the whites.6 Achmat [Davids, 
the late linguist and historian] reckoned the Malays became terri-
bly excited about this and they put this little short-crust pastry with 
apple jelly underneath and then had the egg white and coconut on 
top of it and baked it and called it a Hertzoggie in honour of General 
Hertzog. However, when he came into power he fulfilled one prom-
ise, he gave the vote to the women, but he didn’t make the slaves 
the same as the whites. So the Malays became very upset and they 
took that very same Hertzoggie and covered it with brown icing, you 
know, this runny brown icing and pink icing and they call it a twee-
gevreetjie [“hypocrite”] (Baderoon 2002b). 

This secret history recounting the memory of a political betrayal in a histori-
cally important set of bills is invisible to the unschooled eye. Not even the 
Muslim-authored cookbooks reveal the secret. Instead, the story circulates in 
oral form in the Muslim community. 

Abrahams’s account is revealingly and evocatively phrased. In the inter-
view, she gives two versions of the promise made by J. B. M. Hertzog, who 
was Prime Minister of South Africa from 1935–42: “hy sal die slawe dieselfde 
as die wittes maak, he will make the Malays equal to the whites”. She translates 
Davids’ phrase as “he will make the Malays equal to whites”, but in fact the 
Afrikaans phrase she reports him using is that Hertzog promised to “make 
the slaves the same as the whites”. Significantly, Davids did not use the words 
“Muslims”, “Malays” or “Coloureds”, but “slaves.” The power of that phrasing 
and the insistent recollection of the broken promise is suggestive. The mem-
ory of slavery is encoded into the story and the practice of the recollection in 
the tart, and people still feel it viscerally. In fact, they can taste it. 

However, the story also records an ambiguity, in which a nascent apart-
heid project sought to divide Black communities from one another. Hertzog’s 
successive bills sought to dilute and ultimately remove the franchise from 
black people by entrenching the racial separation of voters’ rolls into law. In 
several incarnations, the effect of the bills severely undermined the franchise 
of African and coloured voters by giving the vote to white (but not black) 
women in 1930; in another instance, they offered a deceptive enhancement 
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of the Coloured franchise as part of the attempt to pass the bills through the 
parliamentary process. In effect, the bills laid the groundwork for apartheid 
(Worden 1994: 87). Hertzog brought the bills to parliament where they were 
rebuffed twice before being passed in 1936. Muslims were betrayed by Hertz-
og’s predictably broken promise to “make the slaves the equals of whites”, 
and those who voted for the deceptive Coloured enhancement betrayed their 
rights as part of a larger black collectivity. The Hertzoggie encodes these 
betrayals and also the ambiguities of history – the broken promise and the 
memory of a complicit act – and continues to be baked today, a familiar sight 
on plates of cookies and biscuits that are served at tea, weddings and Eid, 
conveying its oblique lessons of memory and betrayal. 

The Hertzoggie is a complex sign. The word is a diminutive, potentially 
signalling familiarity and either affection or contempt. The cake is an invent-
ed and then changed ritual, a “delight” served at tea and special events like 
Eid, and also a bitter memory. It speaks a secret language of keenly ironic and 
cutting critique. It is a way of remembering history through the body, and 
makes history by speaking to the body. But it is also a divided sign, multi-
layered, recalling the juxtaposition of the offer of commemoration, and why 
it was repealed. It speaks of a promise by the dominant society that would 
in some ways salve the lingering historical pain of slavery. The story of the 
Hertzoggie remembers that the terms “Malay” and “Coloured” are directly 
linked to slavery. By using the word “slawe”, it speaks in the register of history 
and addresses 176 years of slavery, not only the prefiguration of apartheid. 
On the other hand, the terms of this offer, to make the slaves the equals of 
whites, were always constrained in the language of whiteness, of becoming 
closer and equal to whiteness. This was a poisoned bargain and inevitably, 
one of betrayal.

In contrast to its benignly picturesque image in popular cookbooks and 
media images, Muslim food thus carries the memory of enslavement and its 
long aftermath. During the colonial period, cooking was a way to marshal 
resources, presence and creativity under conditions of peril and poverty. In 
representation, food also signals dissonant meanings, as the discussion of The 
Slave Book shows. Enslaved people created a new language of food out of 
dominant traditions that eventually also influenced the tastes of slave-own-
ers. One can trace the porous boundaries of the slave kitchen in contempo-
rary South African food practices, with food thus constituting a powerful ar-
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chive. This is evident in the story of the Hertzgoggie, whose coded meanings 
subvert the picturesque mode. The creation of new foods that fused African, 
Asian and European customs was the result of the reshaping of dominant 
food culture by the powerless. Instead of being exotic, “Cape Malay” food, 
with its local ingredients melded into a synthesis of African, Asian and Euro-
pean cooking traditions, is one of the ways in which Islam became indigenous 
in South Africa. 

The publication of cookbooks written by Muslim women from 1961 
meant that Muslim food would no longer be a realm presided over by white 
experts who drew from silent or apparently submissive black informants in 
their kitchens, and spoke on their behalf. The conception of Indian Delights 
as an intellectual project confirms the contribution that food makes to South 
African culture; and the word “delights” in the title reminds readers that the 
pleasures of the body remain insistently present in scholarship on food. The 
transformation of Muslim cooks from silent informants to spokespeople of 
tradition began to subvert the use of “Malay” food to solidify a “general” South 
African cuisine that marginalised Africans and centred a European-oriented 
whiteness. But it is in art and the daily, unremarked practices of cooking that 
some of the most radical possibilities of food as history can be seen.

N
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