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ention the

Bahamas and

most people

envision idyllic
seascapes with pearly beaches
and turquoise waters. For
me, though, any talk of my
mother’s homeland brings to
mind the tang of sour limes
and the sweetness of freshly
cut coconut, the tastes that
flavored my childhood.

My mother left the .
Bahamas as a little girl. Our
ties to the islands dwindled
over the years as relatives
migrated or died, but we
maintained our connections
in other ways, sharing meals
of conch fritters and coconut
candy with friends and family.
Now, in my 40s, I feel those

ties slipping away. My husband
préfers pasta to pigeon peas
with rice, and my two little
boys turn up their noses at
fried plantains. Suddenly, I've
found myself grappling to
hold on to something I never
imagined I might lose. I want
to recapture the way food
once connected me to my
Bahamian grandmother and
great-aunts. I want my boys

-~ to savor the flavors that
simmered in their pots.

The Old Ways
We often celebrate the

culinary treasures that
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immigrants have carried to these
shores, the pastas and biryanis;
the tamales and noodle soups; the
strudels and jerk chickens. But
change and loss are also part of
the immigrant experience. Over
generations, palates evolve and
clustoms fade. The old ways of
cooking are quietly forgotten.

In the early 20th century, some
social reformers tried to suppress
immigrant enthusiasm for
traditional dishes, particularly for
spicy foods. In settlement houses,
immigrant women were urged to
embrace blander, more “American”
meals. Sometimes change came
from the newcomers themselves.
For instance, impoverished Italian
immigrants, who rarely ate meat
in Italy, added meat to their
menus in the U.S.

“Foods we associate with
immigrant groups in America are
often American riffs on foods they
would h;ve known back home,”
says Hasia Diner, a history
professor at New York University.

In other words, immigrants
have changed America, but
America has also changed them.

Papaya, a popular
fruit in the
Bahamas
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Memories

After my
grandmother
died, my mother baked raisin
pound cake again and again.
Her mother had perfected that
buttery cake. When my mother
tried it, the cake fell almost
every time. We all laughed
about it, but I believe her quest
reflected her longing to be close
again to her mother.

After all, food is never just
food. It stirs so many memories:
the smell of grouper bubbling
on my family’s stove meant
that my tart-tongued Bahamian
grandmother had arrived with a
suitcase full of frozen fish and
fresh fruit. Sweet mangoes on
the kitchen counter marked the
start of summer, the time of
year when my mother could find
some of her favorite tropical
fruits.

Most children of immigrants
have memories like that. I wish
my children did too. I feel guilty
that I have not done more to
help them savor the tastes of
their heritage. So I will hold on
the best way I know how. I will
sing the songs of the islands to
my boys. I will call my mother
to learn how to infuse our
Sunday afternoons with the
sweet smell of coconut candy. I
will try to make peace with the
notion that some of my favorite

‘flavors may end with me. ®

Swarns writes, “Immigrants have changed America, but America has also changed them.”
Using details from both texts, explain what she means. Send your response to
. Five winners will get My Basmati Bat Mitzvah by Paula J. Freedman.

FROM THE NEW YORK TIMES, SEPTEMBER 18, 2012. REPRINTED BY PERMISSION.
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