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Thank you very much for inviting me here, it is really an honour to turn back to my ancestor’s homeland and 

share the story of their cuisine and cultural history here.  

What constitutes home/land, where is our homeland; is it where we were born or where our ancestors came 

from?  Or is it where we grew up? Fell down on our knees on its dusty roads? …Made our living? …Where we 

fell in love, made a family? …Where our memories belong to? 

“What is” and “where is” the true “homeland”? If you were born on another land than the one you are living on 

now … if you were a refugee for example, coming from an “other land”, forced to be commuted in a totally new 

and alien culture than yours; how would you, then, define your homeland?  

Where would you feel as “home”? Where would you feel that you really belong to? 

These questions are not unusual for 1000s of refugees all over the world, who are forced to live in an “other” 

place than their ancestors came from..which is NOT the land they were originally born on … where they had 

their myths.. their family histories and cultures… where they had a sense of solidarity with … 

My ancestors arrived in Asia Minor during the 1922-23 Greco-Turkish population exchange with the other 

1000s of refugees. This forced exchange was “dramatic” not only because of its magnitude but also because of 

the “irreversible consequences” for the persons and for the cultures it affected. It certainly made a huge impact 

on the biographies of the people involved: People had to give up their homes in which their ancestors had lived 

for centuries. Many died during the transportation due to epidemics. They had to abandon not only their 

“homes” in physical sense but also their hopes and memories.They had to leave behind not only their 

“immovables” like their houses, their lands, their business but also their lost beloved family members (not being 

able to visit their graves again back) and all the wisdom of a whole lifetime accumulated in that specific place, 

of many generations.  

Even worst, the impact of this huge population exchange transcended the national and individual boundaries and 

affected their extended families for generations.  There are still 3rd-4th generation refugees who carry the same 

melancholy. Simply because by the forced exchange the colourful mosaic of this lovely area in which people of 

different ethnic and religious backgrounds lived together harmoniously for ages, was destroyed forever; and 

destroyed for good. In this respect not only Greece or not only Turkey but both Greece and Turkey were 

“defatted”.  

As Bruce Clark states “The Lausanne treaty resulted in the deportation of Orthodox Christians from Turkey to 

Greece and of Muslims from Greece to Turkey. The transfer was hailed as a solution to the problem of 

minorities who could not coexist. Both governments saw the exchange as a chance to create societies of a single 

culture. The opinions and feelings of those uprooted from their native soil were never solicited.”During the 

exchange people were told that they were due to be “reunited with their soul brothers” but in fact they did not 

have any similarities with them at all. On the contrary they carried very strong mutual cultural traits with the 

people whom the “authorities” thought that “they did not belong to”. They were expelled from their originally 

born countries, because of their religious backgrounds; but in reality they resembled their Greek and/or Turkish 

neighbours –in other words “the other” - more than they resembled their own religious people who lived on the 

other land they were destined too.  

Although nuances may be observed among the waves of refugees and their respective behavioural patterns, still 

both parties shared the same fate: Not only being expatriated in their due destinations but also, now, they were 

"Twice a Stranger." As they did not fit well into the picture of a traditional Turkish/Greek society; they were 



decentred between languages, domains; they were displaced from their origins, roots and the worst they did not 

like/deserve what they found and had to face. Even the worst they were not received well by “those locals” who 

were in fact culturally not as sophisticated as they were. (They were culturally more upscale).  

By all these disparities, they were destined to be “the other” and carry this feeling of being an “outsider” from 

one generation to another; even after many generations. Both parties had the same pain, both were destined to be 

“homeless/without a homeland” actually all their lives and in the lives of their descendants.  That is why and 

how they had to redefine their “identities” in a new context … They had to put together who they are and who 

they could be in this new land. As there is an immutable link between people, culture, their identities and 

specific places. 

And that is also how the food and culinary traditions came into the scene:  

When we talk about the Cretan refugees and their culinary culture we do not talk about only the food and 

recipes. The food shared on the Cretan refugees table is more than the food itself; that is why the issue of food 

has always taken great importance. Sense of food , how it feels, of the rituals of the table, how to serve what, the 

memories of eating etcoccupy a very important place in cultural history of the Cretan Refuges and form the core 

of their unique identity.  

That is why no matter how hard the life outside their homes is, how hard they struggled to cope with everyday 

life on an alien land they did not belong to what makes a day into a happy day has always been presence of a 

good, traditional dinner and a warm table no matter what they could afford to put on it.  

When we think of how food helped The Cretan Refugees to protect their identity in Asia Minor we should not 

expect only material answers. It is not only about the right ways to cook or the right materials to use. It is more 

about the idea and attitude towards food and the whole experience around the table.  

We know from many historical evidence and narrative history that the Greek Muslims, Cretan refuges who were 

expelled to Anatolia mostly mourned for a lost “identity” more than a lost “place “. Yes, of course, there were 

instances they went back to Greece, to Crete, Larissa, Drama, Vodina, Serres, Edessa, Kavala or Thessaloniki to 

see the actual “Place” their ancestors belonged to and lived happily in.. BUT STİLL what is sought for there, is 

not a rock, not a mirror, not a furniture or not a house in physical sense but a “sense of belonging, “sence of 

being”, “a trace of identity”, “a romantic heritage” ..which will double check who they really were.  

That is why maybe more important than the food cooked, the materials and the techniques used, it is the culture 

and lifestyle of the Cretan refugees, which comprises a whole philosophy of life constitute what we call Cretan 

cuisine in Asia Minor. It is the whole culinary culture that embodies a whole philosophy of life. 

Cretan Refugees cuisine has never been only about principles or techniques. Moreover it has always been about 

pleasures and sorrows, all those remarkable events like birth, mourning or wedding celebrated with food and a 

signature dish.  From a sociological perspective food is about status, it is about psychology, takes the place of 

eroticism, it is a sign of virtue..etc etc. But from the perspective of Cretan refuges food is about “protecting your 

cultural identity, preserving what makes you, you. It is about representing a continuity of living their authentic 

culture. It is a unique way of keeping family values; even keeping the family together with a sense of humour 

and taste . That is why even after 90years of exchange the library of our mind still contains flavours,recipes, fine 

tables and memories of food and eating together.  

Again referring to cultural history we know that as Cretan refugees turned inside /withdrawn into themselves 

and their families they strengthened their own, unique culture behind the walls. They ritualised nostalgia with 

their everyday lifestyles.. With their customs, rituals, cooking habits… table manners…. Cuisine..music,…home 

decoration… smell of the jasmine women carry in their bra ..the red geraniums on their balcony.. their Linen 

table clothes hanged in the wind.. etcetcetc If you spend some time with a refugee family of even 3rd-4th 

generation, you here “We Cretans don’t do this like that.” Referring to whole sense of activities from food 

preparation to housekeeping; from speech to recreation or religion. It is really remarkable to see that even 90-

100 years later they express a very strong sense of identity which still marks them off the rest of the society; 

from those “locals” whom they characterize with derogatory labels.  

Cretan refugees table matter because it is an unexpected way of melting everything in a unique cultural pot: You 

learn a lot about ….The nature of hunger (You can just have olives and bread on the table, still serve and eat it 

with a style.) , the meaning of appetite (enjoy every bite, pray for it, make it a reason to share) , The patterns of 



what is acceptable or not (Sit at the table with your best clothes and behave yourself accordingly ), the traditions 

that keep a family together ( no fights over the table, only sharing and love)  

You can envision through the lenses of a modest plate the whole Cretan refugees world, for example: You can 

feel from the first bite if she or he would make a good bride/Groom. You can always judge a woman’s calibre 

from her cooking (No matter what writes on her cv a woman graduates to be a woman only through her cooking 

skills. This has nothing to do with the sexual politics. In Cretan families nobody can humiliate a woman by 

pinpointing kitchen as her place. On the contrary in the refugee families everybody knows that the kitchen is 

where the heart of life beets and that is why cooking is power. 

Remembering that the Cretan refugees left all their fortunes behind we can understand why the food on a Cretan 

refugee plateis a sign of simplicity. There is nothing exaggerated, no over mixing, no rearrangements, no 

deconstructions, no provocation in the refugees cooking. Always the simplest, purest, the most straight forward 

and honest form of cooking.Yet it is the simplicity as a form of sophistication: What Cretan refuges do is they 

hold the simplest form of life embracing their families with what they can make best of. It is about celebrating 

life with whatever it brings, what you can still hold of.  

Cretan refuges never intellectualise food because they believe that it remotes cooking from their personal 

sensory pleasures. But still they take it very seriously (in a Cretan refugee family cooking is very significant 

even in its simplest form) because they believe that whatever happens outside can only be healed inside with the 

magic of their own cooking which combines  food and table with the feelings, ideas, memories . The food on the 

table, the recepies can change but the faith it the healing power of food never does.  

In Cretan refugees families the table always comes the first. When they talk about the table they talk about it 

with all its drama, all the pain and romance. The table is as essential as the food. Cretan Refugees believe that 

what makes food taste delicious is the company it is served with. That is why the people sitting around the table 

are very important. Eating together, table manners are considered to be therapeutic, an excuse to talk, to reflect 

on the day and on recent events.Sharing and enjoying food together is a basic human expression of friendship, 

pleasure, and community in all Cretan refuge families no matter what their economic or social status is.  

What Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin said once has eternal truth in it: “What we eat tells who we are.” All the 

rituals of cooking, table manners, family habits of how to cook what for whom and when speak for us.Moreover 

they define who we are. For Cretan refugees (and refugees of all ethnic, religious backgrounds) it is even more 

true; because food continues to confirm and strengthen their identity in their new homeland-  no matter what the 

Lausanne treaty says. The refugee narratives prove that as their desire “to desire” , wanting “to want”at the 

stove, in the kitchen, around the table continued it became the salvage/saviour  of their cultural identity.  

All Cretan cooks believe that taste is labour. Cooking in a Cretan family is not only about recipes and 

instructions it is about narratives and stories. It is the dialogue of generations, skills, implicit knowledge, 

inherited craft, buried assumptions, finger knowhow that all these magical muscles an experience cook have, 

which are more than a recipe can sum up.  

Today the door to all forms of cooking is wide open; anybody wants to know more can learn more. But the food 

became less intimate. We forget that we can eat better, not just from a nutritional perspective, but from a 

psychological one as well. That is why I believe that this is exactly the right time to revitalise the Cretan spirit 

and add more thought, emotion, tradition, stories and heritage to our everyday cooking. That is the only way to 

narrate the Cretan refugees food traditions and cooking history and mold it by the present.  

Thank you   

 


