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Mother Louisa Durrell with Gerry and Leslie. Bournemouth, Spring 1935.


Foreword by Lee Durrell

The assembly, preparation and consumption of meals, from sumptuous feasts to simple fare, were a preoccupation of the Durrell family for over two generations. I was lucky enough to experience what mother handed down to son and am delighted that my wonderful friend, David Shimwell, has described the tradition so enchantingly in this book.

Gerry immortalised his family (and some of the meals they shared) in books, short stories and articles about his childhood in Corfu in the 1930s. David weaves bits of all of these into his tale, as well as prose from Gerry’s brother, Lawrence, and from his mentor, Dr Theodore Stephanides. But the centrepiece is the collection of recipes from Louisa Durrell, innocent and artless matriarch of the family, who nevertheless was its lynchpin.

Very sadly, I never met Louisa, as Gerry and I married fifteen years after she passed away. Nor did I meet brother Leslie, but I came to know Larry and sister Margo very well and had the great privilege of meeting Theodore on several occasions. During my time, Larry would eat frugally and Marg sparingly, while Theodore would show me his microscope slides, including those containing the contents of the ‘Pond Life Sandwich’.

Reading David’s book, however, has unexpectedly brought me closer to my mother-in-law, for much of what Gerry and I shared clearly harked back to Louisa. Many of the words and phrases David uses to describe her dishes and parties conjure up my own vivid images of life with Gerry, from hosting lively gatherings on balmy summer afternoons in Mediterranean climes to tucking into tea and scones suffused with cream and jam at the Ritz. We would serve taramasalata and skordalia as appetisers and take hours over making the ‘small, small tings’ to complement cauldrons of chicken curry (never omitting the crucial ingredients of coconut milk and hard-boiled eggs), all of which elicited enthusiastic noises from appreciative guests. Any curry left over (not likely!) would be used to make ‘curry puffs’ the next day.

A particularly memorable occasion was the party and meal we concocted for one of my birthdays down at Mas Michel – the Mazet – in the 1980s. The Mazet was the old farmhouse near Nîmes where Larry had written most of The Alexandria Quartet and which he sold to Gerry in 1982. It was our bolt-hole from Jersey and the trials and tribulations of trying to save the planet! Our guests included Marg (still living in Bournemouth) and Larry (now living in Sommières, a nearby village), as well as an eclectic assortment of gorgeous friends – artists and poets, builders and businessmen. Gerry had been working all morning on the pièce de résistance – roasted quails encircling the lower elevations of a mountain of saffron rice, crowned by peeled quails’ eggs, the summit dusted with paprika and parsley. Small potatoes and florets of cauliflower and broccoli were embedded in the side of the mountain and the whole was intermingled with sultanas, almonds and pine nuts, lightly bound with cream. He carried out the enormous platter from the kitchen toward the big table under the pergola shaded by ‘grandfather’s beard’, treading carefully and slowly over the uneven stones of the terrace in his habitual soft moccasins, the rice mountain juddering slightly. One false step on this terrace laid by Larry twenty-five years ago … our guests held their collective breath … and erupted in cheers when he made it to the table! What can I say? The meal was worthy of … Louisa!

Finally, I would like to recount briefly my recent visit to Gerry’s birthplace in Jamshedpur. I was leading a wildlife tour in India in 2017, but to be honest, the real reason I wanted to do this was to go to Jamshedpur and see the constructions masterminded by Lawrence Samuel Durrell, Gerry’s father, for Tata Iron & Steel Company, including Beldih House, the modest bungalow where Gerry was born. It is now occupied by the charming family of a senior Tata employee, who served tea and biscuits on the lawn on the day of our visit, and invited us into the cool of the house to escape the excruciating heat. On the lawn and in the house my mind was on Louisa and her indispensable role in the Durrell story. She had been exactly here, cooking and entertaining, with the toddler Gerald at her side, perhaps too young to learn, but at the right age for absorbing scents, tastes, colours, sounds and feelings. These would surface throughout the rest of his life and add immeasurably to his writings and the influence they have had all over the world. 

Lee Durrell, October 2018
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